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Foreword
Suburban Redux: Westchester County as the American Paradigm

Kenneth T. Jackson

Richard Hofstadter once opined, “The United States was born in the country
and has moved to the city.” The great Columbia University historian was only
half right. The United States was born in the country, moved to the city, and
then resettled in the suburbs. By 2000, the nation’s farm population represented
less than 5 percent of the total, and cities, especially such once-great centers of
activity as St. Louis, Detroit, Cleveland, Buffalo, Newark, Pittsburgh, and Baltimore, had been in long-term decline for about half a century. By that time,
approximately half of the American people lived in the suburbs, and the vitality,
energy, and excitement in many metropolitan regions was on the periphery.
Westchester has long played a major role in this quintessentially American
story.When railroads ﬁrst began to transform the American republic in the nineteenth century, the county was one of the ﬁrst places to welcome the iron horse.
The New York and New Haven reached Connecticut in 1943, and the New
York and Harlem was running from Manhattan to White Plains by 1844. As
early as 1855, English observer W. E. Baxter could note that suburban villas were
“springing up like mushrooms on spots which ﬁve years ago were part of the
dense and tangled forest, and the value of property everywhere, but especially
along the various lines of railroad, has increased in a ratio almost incredible.
Small fortunes have been made by owners of real estate at Yonkers, and other
places on the Hudson River.”
Later in the nineteenth century, as the “robber barons” of American ﬁnance
and industry began to amass fortunes on a scale previously undreamed of in
human history, Westchester County became the ﬁrst large suburban area in the
world to develop. The most famous of the new baronial ediﬁces were intended as weekend or summer retreats for the families of New York’s wealthiest
men, among them Jay Gould, Simeon Leland, William P. Chapman, and John D.
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Rockefeller. But Westchester’s signiﬁcance derived mostly from the upper-middle-class development of entire communities, Scarsdale, Mount Vernon, New
Rochelle, Bronxville, and Rye prominent among them.The county’s population
doubled between 1850 and 1870, doubled again between 1970 and 1890, and
doubled again between 1890 and 1910, when it had 283,000 residents.
In the twentieth century, when the private motorcar replaced the railroad as
the transport mode of choice for most suburban travelers, Westchester County
was still at the forefront of American development. For example, the bucolic and
meandering Bronx River Parkway, begun in 1906 and completed in 1923, is
sometimes considered the world’s ﬁrst controlled-access thoroughfare, meaning
that crossing trafﬁc went over or under the roadway. And in the next ten years,
Westchester County also witnessed the construction of the Hutchinson River
Parkway (1928), the Saw Mill River Parkway (1929), and the Cross County
Parkway (1931). Quite simply, before 1940, the county had as ﬁne a road network and transportation system as existed anywhere in the world.
Westchester was not typical of suburban America in the half century after
World War II. Although many areas in the northern part of the country, such as
New Castle, North Castle, Lewisboro, and South Salem, continued to experience rapid growth, the county as a whole had matured by 1970, and its population grew slowly or not at all in the three decades before 2000. Meanwhile,
the rapidly growing sectors in the New York metropolitan region tended to be
those on the distant fringes, like Orange, Putnam, and Rockland counties. And
elsewhere in the United States, the population explosion was most apparent in
places like Las Vegas, Atlanta, Houston, Miami, San Diego, Dallas, and Denver.
Will Westchester County play a signiﬁcant role as a suburban paradigm in the
twenty-ﬁrst century, as it did in the nineteenth and twentieth? My prediction is
yes, and for the following reasons:
1.Westchester County, like the American suburb generally, is becoming more
diverse. In 2000, as noted elsewhere in this volume, the county was already
almost 25 percent minority, and predictions were common that white people
would no longer constitute a majority of the population by 2020. Whether or
not that turns out to be the case, it is clear that the old image of Westchester
as a WASPish preserve for the wealthy no longer bears much relation to reality.
Similarly, the once-common perception that a signiﬁcant minority presence
would lead to a decline in both school quality and property values is proving to
be mistaken.
2. Westchester County has been a leader in corporate development since the
end of World War II, and it has in the past ﬁfteen years witnessed an increase in
the proportion of service workers who are employed in high-tech and highprestige positions on the periphery of the city. From General Foods, Readers
Digest, and IBM in the 1950s to smaller ofﬁces in the 1990s, the county has been
a bellwether of a new trend.
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3.Westchester County is beneﬁting from a big increase in reverse commuting.
As residence in New York City has become more attractive and less dangerous,
thousands of white-collar ofﬁce workers, as well as large numbers of domestic
servants, use the extensive commuter railroad system to travel out from Grand
Central Terminal and back into Manhattan in the evening. This allows for a
more efﬁcient use of the transportation network and promises to save billions of
dollars in infrastructure costs in the future.
4. After the predicted peak in the world’s production of oil in about 2009 and
the start of a subsequent long period of decline, accompanied no doubt by further
increases in the price of gasoline, the areas that will prosper will be those best
able to take advantage of new energy realities. In this regard,Westchester County
is well positioned relative to suburbs in other metropolitan regions because its
towns and villages are generally laid out along rail corridors, and its shopping
and service establishments are often clustered around the railroad stations. Thus,
when prices rise and other regions need to shift to fewer automobile trips and
more convenient service and shopping options, they will not be as likely as
Westchester to proﬁt from the trend.
5. Finally, Westchester County will retain for the foreseeable future two
advantages that have for so long made it famous and successful—natural beauty,
replete with abundant woods and hills and streams, and easy accessibility to New
York City, which continues its longtime role as the capital of capitalism and
the capital of the world. While dense urban neighborhoods have become more
attractive in recent decades, especially as crime has declined in the big city, many
families will continue to choose the advantages of Westchester over the allure of
the metropolis.
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Introduction

Michael Botwinick

The story of the suburbs is largely a story of how communities are formed
around the desire to live with like-minded individuals. After people secure adequate shelter and food, they focus on the ways in which their communities
become repositories for their commonly held values. Over time, these communities become vehicles for transmitting those values. If we examine the early
history of Westchester and suburbs across the nation, we see at play the larger
forces shaping the country as a whole.
Looking beneath layers of preserved stereotype, it is possible to see that the
forces that invented and sustained the growth of the American suburb come
from the bedrock of our society’s mythmaking. Americans have always been
deeply concerned about the character of their neighbors, despite the country’s
much vaunted egalitarianism. We constantly seek the freedom not to associate
with the perceived “other” in order to create a more economically, racially, or
culturally homogenous group.Whether the early settlers were Pilgrims, Puritans,
or Huguenots, the story of their ﬂight from persecution is mirrored by their
drive to live among people just like themselves. The suburbs, in the broadest
sense, are tied to this urge to control and shape our immediate environment.
Suburbia was both the facilitator of and the vehicle for the explosion of the
middle class in America in the nineteenth century, and many of the essayists in
this volume explore these early roots in Westchester. We asked Gray Williams,
in his essay, to examine a key prototype in the creation of Mount Vernon in the
1850s. There can be no clearer picture of the incipient creation of a middle class
than in this association of industrial workers to form a planned community that
they, not others, would control. Dolores Hayden points out that as early as 1820,
the middle class moved to occupy the space between the rich (families with city
houses and country estates) and the poor (urban slum dwellers or rural farmers).
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Ken Maddox shows that the twentieth-century suburb is an appropriation
and more modest approximation of the nineteenth-century gentleman’s house
in the country. Laura Vookles, in her study of Glenview, shows how one particular nineteenth-century home served as an object of desire and emulation
for the middle class that was rapidly developing Westchester, while Frank Sanchis illustrates exactly how the county’s middle class adapted grand architectural
styles for suburban domestic use. The middle class did not invent the suburb, but
it used the idea to create a series of communities on the urban periphery that
were capable of accommodating successive waves of growth. Suburbs are neither
an accident nor a mistake.
The suburban form, in its many varieties, inﬂuences most of our lives. Until
recently the popular conception was an afterimage of the 1950s: an amalgam
of Levittown as examined by television sitcoms. From pop culture to serious
academic inquiry, this imagined America of the post–World War II era often
served as an anodyne to what were deﬁned as better values. This book seeks to
challenge that monolithic view, using Westchester County as a particularly rich
example of the suburb’s complexity and layered history.
Postwar suburbanization was only one phase in a process that began in the
ﬁrst half of the nineteenth century.The large body of work that presents a sharply
critical evaluation of suburbanization as lifeless, vacuous, isolated, and destructive
may be a projection of our larger Cold War anxieties, rather than a clear-eyed
interpretation of the forces underlying this latest wave of people moving from
the cities. Twenty years ago, academic thinking began to abandon the narrow
analysis of the suburban form. Kenneth Jackson’s Crabgrass Frontier (1985) was a
seminal work in the increasingly complex view of the suburbs, and the current
generation found fertile ground for inquiry and analysis by looking at the suburb not as an isolated aberration, but as the product of the same forces, conﬂicts,
and schisms that have shaped America as a whole. For even at the moment that
movement from rural to urban environments gave rise to the nation’s great cities,
the countervailing movement to the suburbs had already begun. Roger Panetta
shows in his essay how issues we associate with the narrative of the 1950s and
1960s all emerged in Tarrytown as early as 1871. The dread of density, the desire
for protection from city problems, and the reliance on large-scale community
planning to maintain control are all historical as well as contemporary issues. It
has proven easier to revise the history of the suburb to an earlier moment in time
than to shed the notion of the modern suburb as the place where everything—
from motives to houses, from civic life to private life, from environmental issues
to educational issues—is wrong.
The essays that follow all ask us to look at the data—before it is colored by
our sense of what the suburb is supposed to be. This allows some information
that is contrary to our stereotypes to come through. Lisa Keller reminds us that
by 2000 more than a third of Westchester County’s population was nonwhite
and 22.2 percent were foreign born. More signiﬁcantly, she demonstrates that
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this recapitulates a similar pattern of immigration around 1900, and that these
immigrants, and the even less visible African American community, were driven
by needs and desires—freedom from persecution, a better life, fresh air, and
beauty—that have been central to the American narrative from the ﬁrst. In understanding Westchester as diverse, we can better see that the desegregation battles of the 1960s in Yonkers and New Rochelle were not a particular evil born
of the suburbs but rather a reﬂection of a crisis that was national in scope as all
kinds of “haves” tried, not for the ﬁrst or last time in our history, to preserve the
status quo and keep education, jobs, and political power from the “have-nots.”
These moments are not unique to the suburbs. They are the national story playing out in the suburban venue, whether the tale is of progress or of shame.
A similar surprising complexity is exposed by Eileen Panetta’s close reading
of the body of ﬁction set in the suburbs. Locating the suburb securely in the literary tradition in which places become metaphors for the American experience,
she cautions that suburbia is a constructed rather than organic environment.
Because it differs from both the city and the country, we are less forgiving of its
outcomes. Since it is our construct, it should perfectly serve all of our needs. As a
powerful purveyor of stereotype, American ﬁlms, as Stanley Solomon notes, tend
to contribute to and reinforce the narrower notion of the suburban landscape.
But at the end of the day, the suburb is America. Its triumphs, such as enabling
the middle class, are national. Barbara Troetel in her study of the Bronx River
Parkway demonstrates how the road building that was essential to the suburb’s
growth was reinvented as community planning and environmental mitigation
and became a national model. Its failures are national as well. Priscilla Murolo
suggests that the suburbs are the battleground for a most important American
narrative: women being given the core responsibility of family and nurture, of
carrying forward the dominant cultural notions, and then being told that this
was not “work”—and throughout it all, largely deprived of a voice. The suburbs
push ever outward in response to fundamental pressures and realities. Hayden
points out that every level of governmental policy is directed to supporting
the next, easiest ring of growth at the expense of the rest. Bartholomew Bland
examines the impact of this preference in his study of the development of the
Cross County Shopping Center, which favored new car-oriented retail outlets
at the expense of walkable downtown shopping districts.
For better or worse, these subjects will largely be the terms of debate about
the growth of America for several generations. There is a considerable value in
seeing the historical continuity of basic forces that emerge in ever-changing
aspects. The essays that follow enrich the conversation about the form. They
widen our understanding of the suburb by looking at it as an effect, rather than
a cause, of basic American forces. It is a conversation worth having. No matter
what our cherished notions, when the vast majority of America wakes up in the
morning it lives in the suburbs, or wishes it did.

3 Introduction

1.

Westchester, the American Suburb
A New Narrative

Roger Panetta

Washington Irving thanked the gods when he celebrated his good fortune in
living on the banks of the Hudson River. Westchester County owes an equal
debt to Irving for his decision to build his country home within its borders and
to reside at Sunnyside from 1835 to 1856. Irving’s Sunnyside and the domestic
world he created drew the attention of numerous visitors and journalists and
became a staple of regional guidebooks, and in his lifetime the house became an
American shrine—often described as America’s home. Every detail of his private
life, from domestic relations to farming and gardening, was an object of public
curiosity and an element of popular culture.
When Irving purchased the Acker farmhouse, 15 miles from Manhattan,
and replaced it with the romantic creation of his imagination, which he named
“Wolfert’s Roost,” he not only constructed a new home but also created a new
history for the young republic. Sunnyside represents a new narrative that explains
the transformation of a working farm into a suburban country house, a process
that would be replicated thousands of times.The house is encoded with historical
clues and was meant to be more than a domicile—it is a marker for something
different. As he reworked the landscape and the narrative, Irving layered the old
with the new in a domestic conquest, not of the wilderness or the West, but of the
borderlands region of New York City’s northern neighbor, Westchester County.
New Yorkers in search of country estates, primed initially by the extensive
publicity about Sunnyside, would follow Irving’s lead and search the Westchester
countryside for suitable locations. They and their progeny reshaped Westchester,
transforming its agricultural communities into attractive suburban enclaves with
successive waves of new over old. This dynamic process of change in the county,
extending from Irving’s time to ours, encapsulates the varied history of the
American suburb. Indeed, Westchester County is a palimpsest that can be read
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Currier and Ives, Sunnyside, c. 1850, chromolithograph.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, 73.0.115.

for clues to the history of the American suburb. One of the deﬁnitions of “palimpsest” is an object or place that reﬂects many histories. Following this argument, Westchester becomes a “perceptual apparatus”—a kind of mystic pad, the
three-layered children’s toy consisting of a waxy base, translucent paper in the
middle, and clear celluloid top sheet. Westchester County, like the mystic pad,
serves as a palimpsest that has been erased and written over several times, providing a historical text that can be read for clues to the history of the suburb
throughout America.1
The designation of Westchester as the American suburb began with its establishment as a county, one of New York’s original twelve, by the New York General Assembly in 1683. Representatives from Westchester participated in several
colonial assemblies and the county served as a judicial district. In spite of boundary modiﬁcations and annexations by New York City, Westchester has remained
a political entity with distinct boundaries and its own government ever since.
This political longevity not only touched on matters of governance ensuring
local control but also fostered notions of an identity separate from its powerful
and acquisitive southern neighbor. Westchester would not be a mere appendage
of New York City.
Yet in spite of this political identity, Westchester’s history has been inextricably linked to New York City’s. This long-standing symbiotic relationship has
changed the county in ways that complemented the city’s emerging role as a
national economic power and a world city. Agricultural foodstuffs, Revolutionary War escape routes, clean water, country estates, and recreational spaces for
refreshment and renewal have historically linked city and suburb.The imprint of
New York on Westchester County is deep and powerful. This relationship is old,
but dynamic and modern as well.
Political independence and social and cultural interdependence contribute to
making Westchester the “American suburb,” but it is the range and variety of the
county’s suburban experiences and its historical self-consciousness that complete
the argument for its representative character. Historians have come to appreciate
and argue for more varied and complex interpretation of the American suburb.
The chronological narrative of Westchester’s history provides a dynamic example
of the unfolding diverse history of the American suburb extending from the pre–
Civil War “romantic suburb” to the “corporate suburb” of the last quarter of the
twentieth century. In these historical frames and in other variations, Westchester
embodies most of the typologies of the suburban form. The historical record is
rich and well preserved at the micro and macro levels. The Westchester County
Historical Society, organized in 1874 with the purpose of “establishing a museum
and a library worthy of Westchester’s splendid history,” has preserved, published,
and publicized the record of the past.The organization has not only gathered the
resources but also strengthened the sense of Westchester’s place as a county and as
America’s typical suburb.2 This essay seeks to provide a narrative of Westchester’s
suburban history, which may be its deﬁning characteristic as a county.

7 Westchester, the American Suburb

Farming in Westchester
Westchester County comprises an area of 457 square miles bounded by the
Hudson River on the west, Long Island Sound and Connecticut on the east and
south, Putnam County in the north, and the Bronx in the south. The county is
cut by three waterways—the Croton, Saw Mill, and Bronx rivers, each forming
a valley—which are critical to its pattern of land development. The predominant north-south direction of these topographical features forms a natural link
between Westchester and Manhattan.
When Washington Irving traveled through Westchester in 1832 searching for
a home, he found himself in farming country. The land had been cleared and
4,000 active farms produced wheat, rye, oats, corn, potatoes, hay, buckwheat,
wool, and fruits. Local farmers soon discovered that surpluses could be processed and sold. Produce was shipped to New York City from Hudson River
market towns like Tarrytown and Ossining and from Port Chester on Long
Island Sound. Sloop captains who transported the agricultural goods acted as
wholesalers and commercial agents for Westchester’s farmers. Towns like Somers
specialized in cattle and between 1825 and 1850 organized cattle drives on the
Croton Turnpike to Sing Sing, from where they transported the meat to the city
by sloop. This created a cash nexus that economically linked the county’s farmers to the New York market, providing income and essential household goods
and serving as a catalyst for closer transportation connections. This network was
strengthened by the farmers’ home industries, which produced baskets for oyster
wholesalers and shoes and shirts for the city’s emerging business class. New York
City was becoming an increasingly important factor in the lives of Westchester’s
farmers, and the agricultural connection was a proto-suburban tie to the city.
The opening of the Erie Canal in 1825 was the ﬁrst element in the nineteenth-century transformation of Westchester’s farms. The Hudson River valley
lost its dominant position in the production of wheat to producers north and
west, who were able to break the county’s transportation advantage with New
York City. Westchester residents had been lukewarm supporters of the canal,
recognizing that it would help distant regions compete for the city market. The
introduction of the railroad in mid-century further undercut Westchester’s agricultural monopoly of the New York market, compelling farmers to consolidate
their holdings, reduce the number of farms, and shift to new specializations.
Dairy farms and orchards dominated the agriculture of the post–Civil War period, and milk, delivered fresh to New York City on the Harlem railroad line, became the principal source of farm income. This new specialization more tightly
yoked Westchester to the New York market and deepened the interdependence
between county and city.
Farmers began organizing for self help and in 1852 formed the Bedford
Farmers Club, a quasi-county organization, which opened a small library on
farming in Katonah and participated in the annual White Plains Fair.3 The club
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encouraged improved methods of farming, battled the railroad over rates, and
sponsored trials of mowing machines. Its monthly meetings were held not only
for educational objectives but also for neighborliness and fellowship.4
In an address to the Westchester Agricultural and Horticultural Society, Clarkson Potter in 1870 reviewed the ways the railroad and the canal had brought
the West and the South into the urban market. He noted that “the difﬁculty for
farming in Westchester was increasing.”5 Farmers needed not despair, however,
because Potter was convinced help was on the way. Newcomers would devote
themselves to agriculture and horticulture “with views other than merely profit,” for they would be attracted by the “fair ﬁelds, smooth meadows, and thick
groves” and, according to Potter, by “how ﬁtted the County of Westchester is to
invite men who love the quiet of the country and seek suburban residences.” He
was conﬁdent that these urban refugees would join the agricultural society and,
as gentleman farmers, build on the county’s agricultural heritage.6
Gentlemen farmers, who would “luxuriate in the cleansing rural environment” to counter the deleterious effects of industrialization, began to buy up
family farms in the second half of the nineteenth century, identifying ownership of land with respectability and legitimacy.7 Farming provided a link to the
past and a connection to the traditions of the English country estate. Ferdinand
Hopkins, a successful New York City businessman, bought the Muscoot farm
in northern Westchester from the heirs of Benjamin Brandreth of Ossining in
1880 and, with the acquisition of adjacent lands, expanded the farm to 610 acres
by 1930. He was active in county farmers’ organizations and maintained a herd
of 90 to 100 dairy cattle. While the Muscoot farm was not Hopkins’s primary
source of income, he approached its organization with the same intensity he applied to his drug business.
Henry Ward Beecher’s Peekskill farm prospered in 1867, showing a proﬁt
of $3,700 from the production of apples, pears, and a variety of vegetables sold
to the local market. Again, this was not the owner’s primary objective but, like
Hopkins, Beecher valued the life of the gentleman farmer. John Henry Hammond’s memoir describes life on his farm in Mount Kisco, which he purchased
at the urging of his mother, who warned him that Milton Point in Rye had become “very crowded and suburban, why don’t you look at places like Mt. Kisco
and get a farm for Emily and the children, where they could enjoy real country
life.”8 Hammond, the dutiful son, purchased a dilapidated 100-acre farm with
a small house—Dellwood. He noted that his country place did not amount to
much as a farm, but it provided charms for his family, privacy, and seclusion, as
well as a chance for him to dabble in the lifestyle of a gentleman farmer.
By 1912 the Westchester County Chamber of Commerce noted that the
county’s farmers could now be divided into three groups—regular farmers,
farmer speculators, and retired businessman who transformed farms into country homes. Howland K. Adams, a South Salem farmer who carried on extensive
real estate activities in northern Westchester, recognized that as farmers found it
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difﬁcult to make a living, they began to treat the land as a commodity to be sold.
Over a thousand farms were lost between 1850 and 1880, and the population of
the county began a migration to southern Westchester—Mount Vernon, White
Plains, and Yonkers.
The slow but persistent decline of Westchester’s farms throughout the nineteenth century was a by-product not only of the transportation revolution and
the resultant increased competition but also of the degradation of the land. In
1850 Solon Robinson observed that despite the growing dairy industry and
increasing land values, Westchester farmers did not seem to be prospering. Robinson, an agricultural reformer, described a slovenly county showing few signs
of “improvement,” a result, no doubt, of the farmers’ reluctance to spend limited
capital. Exhausted soils and the drifting clouds of pollution from the brickyards at Croton,Verplanck, and Haverstraw had damaged orchards and vegetable
farms.9 John Stilgoe says that “Westchester displeased many early nineteenthcentury visitors, especially those interested in agriculture. Too often they found
tottering fences, leaning barns, and the general decay that advertised pending
abandonment.”10
Westchester’s antebellum agricultural landscape was ripe for subdivision.
Farmers dependent on the New York market, facing new competition from the
West and short of capital, found themselves in dire straits. Owners of cleared
land whose value was increasing were prime targets for New Yorkers in search of
rural estates—New Yorkers who imagined Westchester’s “slovenly” farms transformed into new homes for themselves as gentlemen farmers. For the farmers,
this was a far more promising alternative than abandonment. The availability of
cleared land and the prospect of country estates and gentlemen’s farms were the
prerequisites for the suburbanization of Westchester.
History and the Sense of Place
Nineteenth-century histories of Westchester are dominated by accounts of the
American Revolution, a predisposition that continued into the mid-twentieth century, when Ernest Grifﬁn published the last multivolume history of the
county in 1946 and devoted twice as many pages of his Westchester County and
Its People to the topic of the American Revolution.11 Grifﬁn drew heavily on his
predecessors for the pre-twentieth century information, beginning with Robert
Bolton’s two-volume History of Westchester County (1848). Bolton, an Episcopal
priest, moved around the county, living and working in Eastchester, Tarrytown,
Bedford, and Lewisboro while collecting historical documents and artifacts. His
work was revised by his brother, Cornelius Winter Bolton, in 1881. Dixon Ryan
Fox, a Columbia University historian, described Bolton’s history as “surpassing
that of any other writer upon a single American county.”12 In 1886 John Thomas
Scharf published his History of Westchester County, which, unlike the Bolton volumes, was written by multiple authors, mostly prominent county residents, with
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Scharf contributing several key chapters and serving as editor-in-chief. Scharf ’s
work, especially the individual portraits of towns and villages, provides the ﬁrst
hint of Westchester’s beginnings as a suburb. But it also devotes 280 pages to the
American Revolution. The Bolton and Scharf works had by century’s end become the principal sources for the writing of the county’s history. Alvah French,
a newspaperman and founder of the Mount Vernon Daily Argus and editor of
the Magazine of American History, published a four-volume History of Westchester
County in 1925 that included two volumes of biographical sketches of prime
movers in Westchester’s late nineteenth-century history: realtors and developers,
political ofﬁcials and local leaders—many of the key boosters for Westchester’s
suburban advantages. Richard Crandell’s This Is Westchester, published in 1954;
Swanson and Fuller’s 1982 Pictorial History of Westchester County; and Marilyn
Weigold’s Westchester County:The Past Hundred Years 1883–1983 broke with past
practice and began to engage with the suburban history of the county.
The nineteenth-century histories focused on the early battles of the Revolution, which engulfed New York City and spilled over into Westchester, where
farmers and landowners divided into Tory and Whig camps. The selection of
delegates to represent Westchester at various local and continental meetings, the
pamphlet wars, the formation of local militia companies, the reading of the
Declaration of Independence at White Plains, the internecine conﬂicts and the
battles of Harlem Heights, Pell’s Point, and White Plains, and many smaller skirmishes turned Westchester into an active battleﬁeld. This culminated in the unraveling of the Arnold conspiracy and the capture of Major André in Tarrytown
in 1780. These events are fully detailed in all the standard Westchester histories,
celebrated in numerous public ceremonies, and marked with public memorials.
While their import to the history of the Revolution has been fully detailed,
their role in the creation of Westchester as a suburb has not been explicated.The
Revolutionary events provided a link to the core of the American experience
and contributed to the county’s sense of a shared identity, dependent on historical associations.
The preservation of Revolutionary Westchester was the work of the county
historical society and a variety of local historical groups. The initial objectives
of the society were to ensure that “the colonists struggle on this historic ground
ought to be perpetuated in suitable ways and desired to mark historic sites, preserve authentic relics, acquire old buildings . . . and save for posterity a memory
of the old traditions . . . worthy of Westchester County’s splendid heritage.”13
This work was aided by the local Daughters of the American Revolution, which
had more than 2,000 chapters nationwide by the mid-twentieth century.
The authority of Westchester County’s historical credentials was further established by civic celebrations of historical events, which reinforced the ideas of the
written histories and reminded the general public that they lived in a special place.
Historical pageants like Bronxville’s 1909 Westchester County Historical Pageant;
“The Book of Words,” a public performance staged in the Bronxville woods, spoke
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To all who are weary with the of the dust and heat of the cities, with the jangle and
clamor of daily life, the Spirit says, come ye to . . . the story of Westchester County
[which] is in no small way the story of the making of a nation, so intimately is it
connected with the history of our greatest city and forces most potent in the making of our national character.14

The play introduced the audience to key Dutch ﬁgures like Jonas Bronck and
Adriaen Van der Donck, to Anne Hutchinson, and to the Huguenots, as a prelude to the reenactment of the reading the Declaration of Independence at
White Plains. The character of James Fenimore Cooper, who lived in Scarsdale and Mamaroneck for a while and who wove local Revolutionary tales and
characters into his novel, The Spy, declared that the Westchesterite was “ﬁrst in
citizenship, he represents the best we have in social America, an open door of his
mansion fashioned for hospitality, [his] is the true story of that noble institution
an American Home.”15
Public markers and monuments introduced Westchester’s new arrivals to the
county’s historical pedigree. Tarrytown’s Revolutionary memorial, erected in
1853 in Patriots Park to celebrate the capture of John André, is among the grandest.16 Other monuments occupy important public spaces in many Westchester
Pageant of Westchester, Bronxville, 1909, from Building a Suburban Village.
Collection of the Bronxville Public Library.
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cities, towns, and villages. New York State sponsored a markers program in the
1920s and ’30s in which Westchester received 97 historical signs. This program
has been augmented by local historical societies and community groups, which
provide residents with daily reminders of the county’s historic legacy. The WPA
art project sponsored about 20 murals in public buildings depicting scenes of local history, including “Washington Irving,” “The Building of the Croton Dam,”
“The Mount Kisco Inn,” “Scene of the Yacht Club,” “Huguenots Lay the Foundations of the City of New Rochelle,” and “The Post Rider Brings News of The
Battle of Lexington,” among others.17
Numerous historical societies and restored structures as well as the central
presence of the Historic Hudson Valley organization established Westchester as a
county that is deeply historical.This appealed to disaffected urbanites who found
in their “up and down” city that the preservation of the past was a casualty to
the celebration of the future. New York was awash with new opportunities, lives,
possibilities, and structures. It was home to ambition and innovation—the capital
of change.Those looking for rootedness would be attracted ﬁrst by Westchester’s
rural landscape, but would also ﬁnd its connection to the American past a source
of reassurance about and legitimation of who and where they were. Westchester
promised successful New Yorkers a return to the land and to history.
Washington Irving and Sunnyside
Washington Irving lamented the loss of New York City’s Dutch heritage—its
buildings and history slowly being pushed to the margins of the city’s life. As
Irving sought in his writings to populate the new nation with characters drawn
from his imagination and his travels, he returned to childhood memories of his
stay in Tarrytown and Sleepy Hollow. Irving recalled his youthful ramblings,
compelled by his parents’ fear of the yellow fever epidemic of 1798, when he
ﬁrst encountered “the spell bound region . . . [where] the slumber of past ages
apparently reigned over it.” The landscape of farms, orchards, and meadows suffered from “the general repugnance to sordid labor” and had not yet been subjected to modern improvements. The young Irving found himself “clothed in
the ideal charms of nature.”18
Irving returned to Sleepy Hollow (Tarrytown) in 1835 with “beating heart.”
His ﬁrst impression was that little had changed—the same modest farms and
farmhouses. A visit to the Old Dutch Church in North Tarrytown shattered the
dream and brought him face to face with new reality: the French sleeves, French
capes, and French collars that were all signs of the new wealth created by speculation, improvements, and two steamboats that every day linked Tarrytown with
New York City. Hotels, banks, and the gridding of the neighborhood were ominous warnings to Irving that the county was soon to be “deluged with wealth.”19
No wonder that he chose to look south of the Tarrytown village, where the
spirit of improvement was not yet so fully in evidence.
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On ﬁrst sighting the Acker farm, 15 miles from New York City, Irving wrote
to his brother, Peter, “it is a beautiful spot capable of being made into a little
paradise.” He had ﬁrst rowed to Wolfert’s Roost at age 15 from the family home
of the Pauldings in Tarrytown.20 The germ of his subsequent investment was
these youthful impressions. In 1835 he purchased the 10-acre farm, with its
historical connection to Dutch tenant farmers and the Revolution, and later he
doubled its size with two more purchases.The past of the small stone farmhouse
as an old bowery suggested to Irving the right note of historical association.21
With the assistance of his Hastings friend, George Harvey, Irving created a “cottage ornee,” so radically transforming the old farmhouse that he felt compelled
to recall its ancient history by placing a steel marker on the river façade with a
date that was ancient but inaccurate. The new home, which at times has been
called rural Gothic, picturesque Tudor villa, quasi-medieval, suburban cottage,
and cottage villa, was an eclectic expression of a variety of architectural styles
with a clustered chimney, Spanish tower, Gothic tracery, riverside veranda, and
portico.22
Full of “gable ends and . . . angles and corners as an old cocked hat,” Sunnyside expressed the mix of Irving’s travels and imagination. He borrowed heavily
from the English cottage, which for him resonated with the virtues missing from
American domestic life.23 But this was no mere ﬂight of fancy for Irving; he
intended that the house be comfortable and accommodating to his brother and
nieces—his surrogate family. Irving chose the picturesque style for its encouragement of domestic morality. Running heated water, modern lamps, cookstove,
and icehouse demonstrated that Sunnyside was more than a rural retreat; it also
aspired to modern living. It is hard now to appreciate that the term “modern
architecture” was applied to Sunnyside.24 T. Addison Richards described the cottage as a “unique little ediﬁce calling up rural England . . . the dearest, coziest . . .
snuggest little nest in the world.”25 Irving described his new home as a “snuggery,” embodying the domestic connection between family life and residence.
This idea would be central to the emerging suburban ethos.
The landscape, which for Irving held an organic relationship with the cottage, was a key preoccupation. He spent time, money, and energy not only in
remodeling the farmhouse but also in transforming its tired grounds into a
picturesque landscape whose pastoral and natural appearance would evoke in
visitors an appreciation of nature. Irving’s romantic design required changes in
grade, curved walkways and carriage trails, framed views, and the play of light
and shadow.26
Irving planted poplars, willows, black locust trees, shrubs, and ﬂowers, and
attached wisteria vines to the cottage’s façade. He rebuilt the ice pond to provided a romantic setting for his stand of weeping willows as well as a source of
fresh running water for his kitchen, combining the romantic and the practical.
A kitchen yard was enclosed to hide the messy activities of domestic life from
public view. Farm operations at Sunnyside included a vegetable garden, orchard,
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three pastures, and saddle and coach horses. The farm, more ornamental than
proﬁtable, also included a ﬂower garden. Irving was familiar with garden designs
in Europe and selectively applied them to Sunnyside.27 He linked farming and
horticulture as components of the country estate, each part of the continuum
of the experience of nature. His purposefulness in planning the landscape was
matched by his direct involvement in maintaining and improving the grounds.
Cottage and landscape attracted visitors, and they came in large numbers to
see this working example of the picturesque. Irving directly inﬂuenced two key
tastemakers—Alexander Jackson Davis and Andrew Jackson Downing. Downing used Sunnyside as an example in his pioneering 1841 work A Treatise on the
Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening. He hired Davis to execute an engraving of Sunnyside—“a model he considered worthy of special study and inclusion in this work.”28 Through these two publicists for the new landscape, Irving
came to inﬂuence American architectural tastes. Sunnyside was also featured
in Putnam’s 1853 publication, The Homes of American Authors, and was proﬁled
in Harper’s in 1856. The estate was a staple of antebellum regional guidebooks
whose descriptions linked literature, history, and domestic life in a romantic trinity. These books served a growing urban tourism interested in Westchester and
the Hudson Valley and introduced New Yorkers to an inchoate suburban landscape, with Irving’s Sunnyside serving as practical working model. The Hudson
Valley had become by the 1830s the preeminent American tourist destination.
Commercial businesses like Currier and Ives were quick to use Sunnyside to
sell prints, and its image could be found in paintings and on stereographic cards,
magazines, sheet music, daguerreotypes, cigar boxes, and pottery.29
As views of Sunnyside proliferated, it became one of the most familiar images of the day, and according to Oliver Wendell Holmes, next to Mount Vernon, “the best known and most cherished of all dwellings in the land.” Print
materials helped establish Sunnyside, of modest scale and size, as the democratic
home, “America’s choice little place,” and a precursor of American suburban
living.30 Irving put the middle-class stamp of approval on the combination of
domesticity and the picturesque, the underpinning for a suburban ideology.31
Sunnyside was the quintessential expression of the American spirit—an icon of
domesticity.32
In spite of its modest size, maintaining Sunnyside required the help of servants. Irish immigrants worked as Irving’s cook, housemaid, and gardeners. The
addition of a tower and the construction of a gardener’s cottage provided housing for the staff. While Irving was able to accommodate most of his servants,
from time to time he employed domestic help who lived out, and who with
other servants, mostly Irish, formed a small community in East Irvington known
as Dublin. Although Irving shared the anti-Irish prejudices of his day, he tempered these feelings with individual acts of tolerance and sympathy.33 Necessity
gave his country retreat a more diverse face and contributed to the creation of a
small ethnic enclave in the neighboring community.
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Water
When Washington Irving returned to New York from Europe in 1832, his enthusiastic welcome was dampened by news of the cholera epidemic that had
taken more than 3,000 lives that spring and summer. He must have recalled that
moment in his youth when his mother, in fear of the yellow fever epidemic of
1798, packed him off to Tarrytown and the safety of the Westchester countryside.
Cholera’s return in 1835, causing almost a thousand deaths, bracketed Irving’s
three-year stay in the city. Disease was not the only immediate threat to New
Yorkers. One hundred ﬁres in 1834 foreshadowed the 1835 conﬂagration that
destroyed 17 blocks and 654 stores—a blow to the city’s economy as well as
individuals.34 These events inﬂuenced Irving’s decision to move to Westchester
and raised a series of larger public policy issues that New York City could no
longer avoid.
The twin demons of ﬁre and disease exposed the gross inadequacies of the
city’s water supply and called for municipal action. The New York City Common Council, with the support of the New York State Legislature, authorized in
1835 the construction of a 42-mile aqueduct to transport water from the Croton
River in Westchester to Manhattan. The aqueduct tunnel made its way through
several Westchester towns and villages without surrendering a drop of water for
local use. Protests over the displacement of farming and commercial businesses
and anger over land acquisitions along the aqueduct right-of-way mattered little.
The Irish masons, bricklayers, and laborers who built the aqueduct disturbed the
local population with their “Rum and Romanism,” which suggested the identiﬁcation of Irish Catholics and alcohol.Washington Irving, a close observer of the
progress of the construction, complained to a city friend that there has been “the
devil to pay in Sleepy Hollow . . . connected with your Croton Aqueduct.”
As the arch is unﬁnished a colony of Patlanders have been encamped about this
place all winter forming a kind of Patsylvania in the midst of the wilderness. A
wagon road cut through the woods and leading from their encampment past the
haunted church and so on to certain whiskey establishments has been especially
beset by foul ﬁends.35

In spite of this inhospitable response, many of the Irish stayed and found permanent homes in the ethnic enclaves and towns of the county, contributing to the
diversiﬁcation of Westchester’s population.
The completion of the Croton Aqueduct in 1842 not only provided New
York City with adequate water but also established the character of the relationship between Manhattan and Westchester and preﬁgured the ways in which the
city would alter the landscape of the county. New York City’s dependence on
Westchester for its drinking water demonstrated again the conjunction of “urban needs and rural resources.” The aqueduct also deepened the north-south
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The Bowery (Italian Quarters) at Quaker Bridge Dam, Croton Lake, NY.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Postcard Collection.

axis that vividly demonstrated the force of the city’s gravitational pull. Both
county and city residents were aware that further “improvements,” though not
yet clearly deﬁned, would transform their relationship in the future.
Railroads and Commuting
In 1847 the New York and Hudson River Railroad intruded on Sunnyside,
belching smoke, interrupting the tranquil quiet, blocking the river view, cutting
off access to the Hudson, and compelling Irving to move to a different secondstory bedroom, on the east side of the cottage. While he complained about
having “one’s family disturbed all day, and startled from sleep at night by such
horriﬁc sounds what amounts to a constant calamity,” he, like other artists and
writers of the day who depicted the machine in the garden in complimentary
terms, was reconciled to the railroad’s presence. Eventually Irving, in spite of his
early protests, joined the new species of travelers designated as commuters and
traveled to New York to do business with his publisher.36 He and other local
residents came to understand that the railroad would connect them with the
city and would be a permanent element in the emerging suburban landscape.
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In 1849, Justus Dearman subdivided his farm into 50- by 100-foot lots and provided the grid plan for a new village named after himself and organized around
the railroad station. Dearman shrewdly encouraged this development process
by selling a small riverfront parcel to the Hudson River Railroad to serve as a
station.37 The completion of the Hudson Line triggered Dearman’s sale of a second, much larger parcel in 1850 to a New York broker/speculator, who in turn
auctioned the subdivided land. A local newspaper story noted that
The proximity of the County of Westchester to New York, and the decided advantages which it possess as a place of residence for the business community of the
city, over other neighboring counties, renders it peculiarly beneﬁcial in all points
of view, as a resort at all seasons of the year, for all classes and descriptions of businessmen.38

The property was ﬁrst auctioned at the Merchants Exchange in Lower Manhattan; later sales took place in Dearman, with special trains serving as an inducement to travel to Westchester. New York-based realtors involved in the sale
of suburban properties depended on conversations among business colleagues to
create a critical mass of buyers eager for country living and good investments.
The special trains to Dearman revealed the quick emergence of a close working relationship between the railroad and real estate interests, a connection that
would take a variety of forms in the decades ahead. Together these interests
served as an informal booster association for the expansion of a commuter class
of Westchester homeowners.
Commuters were promised dependably scheduled rides that, unlike on the
steamboat, were protected from the elements. Dependability was a virtue in
the world of the urban capitalist; uncertainty endangered proﬁts. The printed
train schedule became one of the most important documents in the life of the
Westchester commuter. In 1850 the Hudson River Railroad offered residents a
commutation ticket with a reduced fare if they purchased 120 tickets per quarter
(3 months).39 Initial costs were modest, but in time the railroads raised the rates,
deﬁning the commuter class in economic terms. One historian has concluded
that the high price of the ticket established Westchester as a “leafy enclave for the
well to do.”40 Dearman’s auction advertisements included sketches of Downing’s
cottage plans, endorsements of the healthy environment, and promises of a reliable commute.41 The target audience was the professional and business class,
some with established city operations, as well as locals looking for new opportunities. The latter group would provide the services needed for village residents
and those attracted to subdivisions east of Broadway, occupying the hillside in the
section known as Abbotsford. In 1854, Dearman was renamed Irvington, capitalizing on both the author’s literary reputation and his identiﬁcation with country
living.The Irving cachet endured, and in 1947 realtors advertising new homes in
Sleepy Hollow Manor in North Tarrytown described the new development as a
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place “steeped in folklore and history as Mr. Irving’s Headless Horseman clatters
in wild pursuit of the hapless Ichabod Crane.”42 The only regrets Westchesterites
may have is that Irving did not get around the county more. He lived in Tarrytown, worshipped in Dobbs Ferry, and is buried in Sleepy Hollow.
The New York and Hudson River Railroad was not the ﬁrst commuter line.
The New York and Harlem was chartered in 1831 and seven years later made
its way to the Harlem River, its original terminal point. But Westchester beckoned, and the state legislature authorized a northern extension in 1841; the rails
reached Williamsbridge one year later. The Harlem Line spurred the development of the Bronx, then still a part of Westchester County, and the connection
to White Plains, Westchester’s county seat, was an early sign of the importance
of the county to New York City’s expansion. The Harlem showed little proﬁt
and yet continued to extend its lines during the late 1840s, reaching Albany by
the decade’s end. It quickly found new customers in Westchester farmers, who
switched from producing butter to selling milk, using the railroad to deliver their
perishable cargo to the city market.43 The Harlem may be credited with being
the ﬁrst regularly scheduled commuter railroad offering daily riders “commuted
rates.”44
By comparison with the Harlem, the New York and Hudson River Railroad
had a smoother beginning. An 1842 meeting in Poughkeepsie of boosters and
investors argued for the need to end winters of isolation and hired engineer John
B. Jervis to develop a plan for a rail link to New York City. Work began in summer 1847 and the Hudson Line reached Peekskill in 1849. In its ﬁrst month of
operation, 21,593 commuters paid varying fares depending on the distance traveled. The New York terminal for the Hudson Line was at Thirty-second Street
on the west side of Manhattan.The engine house situated at Forty-second Street
would in time become Grand Central Terminal. Population on the western side
of the county and in these river-rail villages grew rapidly.
Westchester’s water links with New York City created a corridor of economic activity and a precedent for the siting of rail lines. The example of the
New York and Hudson Railroad was replicated along Long Island Sound with
the chartering of the New York and New Haven Railroad in 1844. New England and Westchester businessmen had long pressed for a rail link between New
York and Boston. By 1848 the New Haven was stopping at Rye, Mamaroneck,
New Rochelle, Pelham, and Eastchester; it joined the Harlem at Williamsbridge,
where it shared that line’s tracks into New York City.The new line was an instant
success, requiring the construction of a second track. In 1872 the New York and
New Haven merged with the Hartford and became the New York, New Haven,
and Hartford.45
Westchester was by mid-century traversed by railroad tracks that became the
pathways for suburban development. A decade after the completion of these three
lines, the population of the county had jumped, from 58,263 in 1850 to 99,497
in 1860.46 Westchester proved to be an attractive venue for railroad speculators
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Commuters at the Scarsdale Railroad Station.
Collection of the Scarsdale Public Library.

[opposite] Since the Days of the Headless Horseman . . . , advertisement for Sleepy Hollow Manor

from The Spirit of Westchester, 1928.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library.

and builders, who proposed new lines and brokered several mergers in the second
half of the nineteenth century. According to Alvin Harlow, New York Central
historian, “the railroad developed Westchester County amazingly [where] villages
grew like weeds, and a new type of man, the commuter was born.”47
The railroads were not only laying track and printing schedules to secure
proﬁts. In alliances with city and suburban realtors, they promoted Westchester
and commuting. This was done through discounted fares for prospective buyers
and through the publication of “view books” that encouraged summer excursions and provided prospective tourists with a vivid and detailed introduction to
the Westchester countryside. Summer visitors and weekend travelers ﬁlled the
railroad hotels; some would later be converted to permanent suburban residences.48 For seasonal visitors, initial resistance to the habit of commuting was weakened by the enticements of the Westchester landscape. Along the North Shore, a
slick sixty-page illustrated guidebook to historic sites, great houses, and open
spaces in Mount Vernon, New Rochelle, and West Farms, was published by the
New York, New Haven, and Hartford Passenger Department and distributed
by city realtors. The New York Central’s Health and Pleasure on America’s Greatest
Railroad, also published by its passenger department, extolled the experience of
nature available to the county’s residents. Scenic Homes of the Hudson River called
to the men of the city,
of the awful din . . . with its dust and smoke and ever present rattle and bang of
street cars . . . to leave the workshop and think of the surrounding country as a
place of residence. Westchester beckons with its verdant ﬁelds, cool streams and
waving forests where amusements like golf, yachting and driving will make him a
happier and freer man.49

Rich and Famous
Prosperous New Yorkers were among the ﬁrst to hear the call of the country.
The prospect of an estate within reasonable commuting distance attracted New
York’s newly wealthy to Westchester.They were drawn by the rich ancestral heritage of colonial and Revolutionary family estates, associated with great names
like Van Cortlandt, Delancey,Watts,Verplanck, Jay, Bayard,Tompkins, Morris, and
Van Tassel. Prerailroad estates such as James Alexander Hamilton’s Nevis, completed in 1835 on 68 acres in Irvington, and William Paulding’s Lyndhurst in
Tarrytown, later to be the home of Jay Gould, graced the west side of the county,
while the Bolton family priory was completed in Pelham and the Leland Castle
in New Rochelle.50 These ancestral precedents and the antebellum estates provided the models for estate building in the Gilded Age.
In the last quarter of the nineteenth century, fueled by expanding capitalism and a maturing transportation system, a new class spawned by industrial
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Rockwood Hall, home of William Rockefeller, Sleepy Hollow, NY (ca. 1906).
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Postcard Collection.

wealth spread up the corridors of the Hudson River and the Long Island Sound.
James Jennings McComb’s Estherwood in Dobbs Ferry; General Howard Carroll’s Carrollcliff in Tarrytown; Cyrus Field’s Ardsley, a favorite showplace in
Irvington; Shepard-Vanderbilt’s Woodlea in Scarborough, now the home of the
Sleepy Hollow Country Club; Whitelaw Reid’s rebuilt Ophir Hall in Purchase;
and John D. Rockefeller Senior’s Kykuit, overlooking the Hudson, established
Westchester’s credentials as the home of the new rich.51 These structures, and
dozens of others like them in the county, represented lavish expenditure and
elaborate planning, and became the public symbols of what Thorstein Veblen
called “conspicuous consumption”—maintaining an excessive lifestyle as evidence of class and wealth. Westchester had become a place for the rich to mark
their social arrival.
Kykuit was the culmination of this conspicuous pattern. John D. Rockefeller,
committed to understatement, built an estate that consumed more than 4,000
acres and an entire village. Fire destroyed the ﬁrst structure and this “house of
distinction” was rebuilt in 1902. Kykuit remained the preoccupation of John D.
Senior until his death in 1938. In spite of its restrained ornamentation, the elaborate landscaping with its gardens, grottos, pools, and fountains clearly signaled
the status of the residents.52
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The estates of the newly wealthy attracted interest and attention far in excess of their numbers. They monopolized the news, excited the public imagination, and skewed the image of Westchester, identifying the county with the rich
and famous. Jennie Prince Black, the daughter of a New York surgeon, who
rented the Irvington home of Hudson River painter Albert Bierstadt, wrote
about members of the New York Westchester Colony, “whose charm and culture” she argued merited inclusion in the ﬁrst volume of Ward MacAllister’s
Social Register.53 But a few grand houses do not make a suburb. Indeed, they remained models of country estates, serving as rural retreats and limited to summer
use. As summer suburbs, however, they were the catalysts for the conversion of
Westchester beachheads into full-blown suburban communities.
Summer Suburbs
Cecilia Cleveland recalled her 1873 summer retreat to her uncle Horace Greeley’s Chappaqua farm to escape the city’s heat. It was a “comfortable and complete house” with city improvements where she could experience the “wild
beauty” of the pine grove, the romantic dell, and the ﬂower garden. Cool breezes
encouraged letter writing, reading, and “walking—a place to dream away an
entire morning.”54 She “dreaded the thought of leaving the poetic ﬁelds of our
country home to return to the confusion and excitement of city living.”55 Her
uncle visited on weekends and shared in the pleasures to the Westchester countryside. Like other city farmers, he invested heavily in his rural experiment, producing “the best turnips in the United States, and at the cost of only two dollars
and twenty cents a piece.” Greeley wrote about his farming experiences in the
Weekly Tribune, published an advice book for farmers, and engaged in several
exotic agricultural experiments.56
The appeal of Westchester as a summer suburb, a critical element in the
transition from country retreat to a year-round community, was aided by the
development of private golf and yachting clubs.57 Golf ﬁrst appeared in the
United States at the St. Andrew’s Golf Club in Yonkers, the work of the “Apple
Tree Gang,” in 1888. The Ardsley Club at Ardsley-on-Hudson, in Irvington,
founded in 1896, was, according to Jennie Black, “the ﬁrst club to exact a high
social standard.” To support this claim, she noted that the board of governors
included John D. and William D. Rockefeller, along with J. P. Morgan and Cornelius Vanderbilt.58 With membership rolls like this, Westchester’s country clubs
quickly acquired a reputation for spacious grounds and luxurious accommodations. Membership was a carefully guarded process in which selective nominations, large initiation fees, and costly annual dues kept these clubs closed to the
general public and worked to enforce class and ethnic criteria for admission.
At the turn of the century, the Sleepy Hollow Country Club leased the men’s
club at the former Sheperd estate, which was sold to the organizers of the club
in 1911 and opened ofﬁcially in 1923. Sleepy Hollow illustrates the intercon-
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Panoramic View of Mr. Greeley’s Farm at Chappaqua, from Frank Leslie’s Illustrated Newspaper,
June 1, 1872, wood engraving.
Collection of the New Castle Historical Society.

nectedness of golf, the country club, and the rise of Westchester’s hotels.59 In
1922, John McEntee Bowman, a New York hotelier, converted the Hobart Park
farm in Rye into the Westchester Biltmore, “one of the world’s most luxurious spots,” which helped make Westchester County a household phrase in the
United States.60 Golf courses, tennis courts, and a host of celebrities became the
hallmarks of the hotel’s reincarnation as the Westchester Country Club. In time,
Westchester’s luxury hotels required the lure of golf to remain competitive, and
the sport served as the catalyst for their transformation into country clubs with
one, two, and sometimes three 18-hole courses. The growing number of New
York City residents eager to use Westchester’s golf courses compelled the commuter rail lines to list them on the timetables.61
It is not surprising that Westchester’s ample shoreline—10 miles on the sound
and 27 on the Hudson—would attract weekend sailors.Yachting and its wealthy
patrons found a home in the county’s private yacht clubs at the end of the
nineteenth century. Nothing better illustrates the interrelationship among recreation, hotels, and exclusive private clubs in constituting Westchester as a summer
suburb than the development of the Larchmont Yacht Club. In 1865, Timothy
S. Flint, a New York banker and real estate developer, bought the large Collins
estate and quickly rechristened it Larchmont Manor. Flint sold 288 acres of his
initial purchase to the Larchmont Manor Company, which planned to subdivide for summer cottages and buildable lots. The company promised to create
a public waterfront park in Horseshoe Harbor.62 This commitment anchored
Larchmont’s early development to Long Island Sound. City yachtsmen, drawn
to Larchmont’s sailboat races, quickly outgrew the small waterfront church they
used as a meeting hall. On Memorial Day in 1880 they organized the Larch-
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Opening of the season at Larchmont Yacht Club, from Harpers Weekly.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.

mont Yacht Club, and that summer they hosted their ﬁrst sailboat races. By 1882
a growing membership required larger and more formal headquarters, initiating
a series of moves that ended in 1888 in the present building on Ocean Avenue.
In 1887, only three members of the club were Larchmont residents, while 405
were New Yorkers—summer sailors—who with other urban exiles were the
seasonal patrons for Larchmont’s burgeoning hotel industry.63 The Bevan Hotel, the Royal Victorian, and the Belvedere, the grandest of the lot, provided
transitional housing for these summer suburbanites. Their telltale demands for
winterizing preﬁgured the postwar call for year-round residences and energized
Larchmont’s building boom of the 1920s.64
While country living, golﬁng, and yachting introduced the upper class to life
in the suburbs, other activities were attracting the middle and working classes
to Westchester. New Yorkers inspired by religious impulses found the countryside to the north a hospitable place for revivals. In 1805 the village of Croton
welcomed the ﬁrst camp meeting to the county. Large summer crowds of locals
and New Yorkers eventually outgrew the Van Cortlandt location and forced the
sponsoring Methodist church to relocate to the south in Sing Sing (now Ossining) in 1834. Participants were attracted by the rural charm of the area, where
“the thickly wooded primeval forest . . . surrounded by beautiful country” offered an environment conducive to religious exhilaration. Regular steamboat
service to and from New York City made this a convenient location for their
“Cathedral in the Woods.”65 Swedish immigrants, many populating the city’s
waterfront communities, now joined their fellow Methodists in the annual summer pilgrimage to Sing Sing, and in such large numbers that they organized
their own meeting in 1854 and came to dominate the camp meeting for the
next 140 years.66 By the end of the nineteenth century, the improvised tents
were being replaced by framed houses equipped with gas, water, and electricity.
This summer tent city had become a year-round suburban community that by
the mid- twentieth century had lost its religious inspiration; as Bill McGrath
suggests, it became a secular suburb, offering modest-priced homes for a twentyﬁrst-century community far removed from religious revivals.67
Middle- and working-class urbanites were in search not only of refreshment
for their souls but also of physical respite from the oppressive summer heat of the
city. Steamboat excursion trips to one of Westchester’s modest picnic grounds,
like Dudley’s Grove in Hastings-on-Hudson, and to the more costly Glen Island
in New Rochelle, which, according to historian Marilyn Weigold, was transformed in the late nineteenth century from a picnic ground into a “Disney
World on the Sound,” were very popular.68 John Starin used a ﬂeet of steamboats
to bring thousands of New Yorkers to Glen Island, his pleasure ground of dining
halls and bathing pavilions. He boasted of the resort’s ability to manage up to
1,500 visitors an hour. By 1882 attendance reached half a million, and within six
years it broke a million. In spite of the large number of visitors, Starin stressed
the well-behaved nature of the crowds and the orderly character of the experi-
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ence, governed by a middle-class code of conduct. This emphasis hints at the
incipient anxiety of Westchesterites about the inﬂux of masses of urban dwellers.
What Starin offered, and indeed what the suburbs promised, was order and civility as an alternative to the disorder and rough-and-tumble atmosphere of New
York City. One of the effects of Glen Island’s popularity in the ﬁrst decade of the
twentieth century was the building boom in New Rochelle. The New Rochelle
Pioneer reported in 1882 that “the sudden increase in the value and ready sale of
building sites can be traced to this source.”69
Grand estates and country and yacht clubs, while small in number, tend to
monopolize our attention and skew the impression of summer Westchester.When
complemented by the middle- and working-class experiences of the camp meetings, amusement grounds, and picnic areas, they constituted summer suburbs
whose appeal was limited and seasonal. This transitional stage, however, introduced increasing numbers of New Yorkers to the attractions of suburban life.
Designing the Suburb
Architects, realtors, and ambitious visionaries played decisive roles in the crystallization of Westchester’s suburban landscape. Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux led the way with their 1871 prospectus for Tarrytown Heights, entitled
“A Report on a New Suburban District,” which served not only as a plan of
action but also as an advertisement for the developer and his potential customers.70 It began by warning about the ways many of New York’s older suburbs had
lost their former character to boarding houses and tenements. This suggested
that the city’s appetite for housing was so voracious that the closest suburbs were
in danger of being overwhelmed and urbanized. The only protection from this
inevitable process was distance.The persistence of this apprehension or foreboding of suburban decline is a leitmotif in the history of Westchester. There was
deep anxiety that if the suburbanite was not vigilant, his home and community
could be drawn into the vortex of New York City’s dreaded housing patterns
of excessive density and rampant decay. This fear would continue to inﬂuence
the distribution and internal migration of Westchester’s population for a century
and a half.
Olmsted and Vaux attempted to defend against this possibility by “laying out
the whole district”—3 miles in length, stretching over 653 acres, and offering
153 building sites—in an area ﬁlled with historical memories of the Revolutionary War and Washington Irving’s rambles. The district would be intersected
by the New York, Boston and Northern Railroad, providing regular commuter
[opposite, top] West Avenue, Methodist Camp Ground, Ossining, NY (1910).
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Postcard Collection.

[opposite, bottom] Glen Island Aviary, New Rochelle, NY, c. 1894.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.
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View of Baltsberg, reprint from Prospectus of the New Suburban District of Tarrytown Heights,
Tarrytown, NY, 1871.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Hufeland Collection.

service to New York City. The setting of Tarrytown Heights in two broad river
valleys, the Hudson and the Saw Mill, promised “natural rural and sylvan charms
. . . channels of air from the ocean . . . and elevation affording ﬁne prospects.”71
Olmsted and Vaux connected the development’s homes with footpaths and
curving roads. They proposed a summer hotel to entice tourists to visit Tarrytown Heights. Although this project was never realized, it served as an alternate
model—a district or planned development—to the individually designed single
homes of the upper class.
Rochelle Park in New Rochelle, built in 1871, drew on the design ideas of
Olmsted and Vaux. Located within a 10-minute walk of the railroad station, the
75-acre parcel would include 115 building lots, a 6-acre park, wide roads, and
open spaces as part of an effort to promote a dialogue with nature in a reshaped
suburban landscape.72 River View Manor in Hastings was also the subject of an
Olmsted-Vaux plan in 1870, and its curvilinear street pattern survived in the
ﬁnal 1908 plan, which included more homes in a more densely planned subdivision. An early advertisement, “Character of the Development,” emphasized its
typically picturesque qualities:
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In planning the development of River View Manor, our landscape architect has
carefully preserved the natural beauty—skillfully taking advantage of the lay of the
land, the hills and valleys, the rugged boulders, and forest trees.The roads have parklike drives following the contour of the grounds, winding in and out of graceful
curves.73

Other similar development followed.74 Rochelle Heights imitated the successful precedent of its sister community in New Rochelle in 1905, Lawrence
Park in Bronxville in 1890, Park Hill in Yonkers in 1889, and Philipse Manor in
Sleepy Hollow in 1905. Andrew Wilson’s ambitious Rye developments, including
Rye Park,West Rye, and Glen Dale, had begun as early as the 1870s. By century’s
end Westchester had witnessed the dawn of the modern subdivision.The breakup
of the old estates “yielded to the inevitable” and was a clear sign of the shift from
summer suburbs to permanent residential communities. Realtors behind the land
booms in Elmsford in 1893 and Bedford in 1895 employed the slogan “forty
minutes to Peekskill,” arranged for special trains and free lunches, and even used
Larkin’s soap premiums to sell the Indian Hill lots in Pound Ridge.75
Modern-day view of the Bedford Green, Bedford Village.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.
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By the end of the nineteenth century, Westchester’s suburban landscape was
a distinctive mix of estates and planned developments. The variety reﬂected an
emerging continuum of class that drew both the upper and middle classes to
“America’s suburb.”What was also emerging was a consensus about a way of life
supported and advocated by the new professional-managerial class. By 1900 the
suburbs contained not only new homes but also a series of messages reﬂecting
values increasingly shared by the county’s growing suburban population.
Suburban Consensus
Close study of the ideas shaping Westchester’s planned communities and the arguments employed in real estate advertisements document the ways the county
reﬂected the emerging American consensus about the suburban way of life. According to historian Mary Corbin Sies, this consensus matured between 1877
and 1917 with the rise of a new professional and managerial class inspired by
the reform currents of Progressivism, who designed a program that provided the
ideology for the twentieth-century suburb.76
The ﬁrst principle of that ideology, according to Sies, was the belief that
suburban communities could counter the forces of urban disorder and provide
models of working communities and good homes. The planning for many of
Westchester’s developments was an expression of faith in the ideas of social
engineering—the belief that rational ideas and careful design could promote
American values and civic order.77 These communities shared key national ideals, including personal independence, freedom of choice, family pride, self-sufﬁciency, and private enterprise.78 Linking to these ideals helped the suburbs
establish their centrality to the American experience.
It was essential to secure suburban goals and avoid the dangers of creeping
urbanization by preserving the autonomy of the community and ensuring its
members control of its future.79 Democracy was translated into authority over
development and the character of the community, and for Westchester residents,
this was the exercise of democracy that mattered. According to Sies, householders believed that participation and interaction in a variety of local organizations
would promote a personal sense of harmony and belonging.80
One can intuit here a drive toward homogeneity as a backlash against the
perceived cacophony of urban life and the deep, abiding wish to live with
like-minded people, what Sies describes as the “American desire for residential
homogeneity.”81 Attracting families of similar class, religion, ethnicity, and race
promised social cohesion and the kind of consensus needed to build sustainable
suburban communities.82 This attitude did engender a panoply of exclusionary
practices in Westchester that were undemocratic and discriminatory. However,
the context for the development of these practices and the powerful attraction
of living in a homogeneous community drove much of local politics.
While the quest for social harmony and country living hearkened back to
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a simpler past, these values cohabited with the desire for comfort and convenience. Westchester’s suburban homes therefore became the focus of technical
innovation and the seedbed for a new consumerism. Terms like “city improvements” and “modern conveniences” were shorthand for a series of advances in
household appliances and home construction.83 At the center of these technical
advances were electricity and gas, which radically transformed the character
of daily life in Westchester. In 1900 the consolidation of many small local gas
and electric companies created the Westchester Lighting Company, which drew
some of its power from the Glenwood station in Yonkers and provided regular,
standardized electric and gas service for home use. This key modern improvement allowed Westchesterites to continue to share in the beneﬁts of nature and
technology.
Fundamental to the emerging consensus about the reform capabilities of
suburban life was an abiding faith in environmentalism. The physical environment of the suburbs would sustain moral renewal. Reformers envisioned the
suburban community and family home as replicable models or beacons to guide
Americans to healthy and meaningful lives.84 This argument not only gave the
suburbs a moral purpose but also partook of the deep American faith in the
mutability of its citizens and the capacity of the environment to shape lives. The
suburbs expressed a kind of environmental determinism that motivated much of
nineteenth-century reform.
Children
At the center of the suburban promise of domestic health stood the vulnerable
and unformed child.This idea was so deeply embedded in the public consciousness and such a familiar part of popular wisdom about suburban life that realtors
used it in selling the suburbs. In 1913 the Scarsdale Estates Realty Company
published a brochure, “For Baby’s Sake: The Country Child vs. The City Child,
An Argument for Country Living,” which outlined the basic issues in accessible
language. City parents were warned that they were endangering the health and
lives of their children by failing to give them the environment necessary to preserving their well-being.
But the helpless dependent child has a moral right to the best that nature and
nature’s God can furnish for his physical growth and safety. Thousands of city children who country life could have saved have been lost.

The brochure describes the urban dangers of pollution and accidents that
threaten children, especially those weak and vulnerable to the snares of moral
contamination at the hands of “people of low minds—moral degenerates.” In
the face of these twin dangers to body and soul, where should responsible parents go? To Westchester, of course, “the most healthful section of the commuting
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New York City child returning home from school. Reprint from For Babies Sake, Scarsdale Estates
real estate brochure, 1913.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Hufeland Collection.

zone and to the hills of Scarsdale Estates where not only will children grow in
a clean environment but also enjoy the beneﬁts of good schools and reﬁned
neighbors.”85 Child-friendly communities and quality schools were the benchmarks in establishing the cachet of a suburban neighborhood.
Westchester was so successful in establishing its child-nurturing credentials
that it could extend this environmental beneﬁcence not only to the middle class
but also to the troubled children of broken urban families, sharing its special
capacity to reverse and heal the social and psychological damage caused by the
wicked city. Of the more than 200 asylums in Westchester during the period
1840–1940, 53 were in the child-care category.86 The majority were founded in
New York City in the early nineteenth century and moved to Westchester in the
last quarter of the century. Between 1890 and 1910, 24 child-care institutions
were opened in Westchester, constituting 5.2 percent of the total in the United
States.
What made Westchester so attractive to New York’s child-care reformers?
The most obvious ﬁrst answer is its proximity to New York and its close linkage
with the city through a mature commuter railroad network. The migration to
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Country child returning home from school. Reprint from For Babies Sake, Scarsdale Estates real
estate brochure, 1913.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Hufeland Collection.

Westchester was also aided by the reformers’ rejection of the large congregate
structures that had come to characterize urban child care and their advocacy of
the new cottage system. In the cottage system or the cottage home system, as
it was sometimes designated, children would live in small groups under the supervision of a matron or a married couple, who served as the surrogate mother
or parents and, it was hoped, would replicate the healthful environment of the
suburban home.
Westchester’s evolving suburban landscape seemed like the right place for the
new system, with its emphasis on small-scale domestic arrangements. The ideas
advertised in the Scarsdale Estates brochure were thus easily transferable from
the single family to the cottage system. Indeed, many trustees of these child-care
institutions were Westchester residents, and it is not surprising that they became
advocates for the northward migration. Reformers and trustees alike perceived a
close ﬁt between the nature and character of the cottage system and the emerging suburban landscape of Westchester.
The New York Juvenile Asylum, founded in 1851, accepted truant and delinquent children between the ages of 7 and 14, and it reached a population of
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1,000 by 1880. The northward movement of the city ﬁnally caught up with the
asylum in the 1890s, at the same time reform ideas about the cottage system
began to take hold. In anticipation of this eventuality, the trustees had purchased
the 277-acre Echo Hills farm in Dobbs Ferry, and they began to move the asylum there in 1904.
The new suburban institution was named Children’s Village, and when completed, it resembled the scale and physical arrangement of an American small
town. Cottages fanned out from Round Top, the highest point on the property,
with the athletic ﬁelds and a pond serving as an open commons. The hospital,
reception center, and superintendent’s residence were placed outside the cottage
loop. The building and landscape design had the look and feel of a small village,
intimate and modest in scale, with panoramic vistas and Hudson River views
available from Round Top and the cottages.87
While not all institutions that moved to Westchester adopted the cottage
system immediately, most did. The New York Orphan Asylum (Graham Windham), founded in 1804, like the New York Juvenile Asylum, started in Lower
Manhattan, moved uptown to the Bloomingdale section, and in 1869 purchased
40 acres overlooking the Hudson in Hastings. In 1899 the trustees decided to
move to the Westchester site, and the following year hired a “professional” superintendent, Rudolph Reeder, to oversee the transition to the county and to
the cottage system.
Reeder articulated more clearly than any other administrator the value of
the institution’s new suburban location and “natural” setting. He was a critic of
the city’s congregate institutions, where the child was “required to spend the
early years of his life in the solid non-plastic world . . . where his senses will be
stupeﬁed.” He saw little that the child could do with “asphalt pavement, brick
walls, iron railings, or stone steps . . . these confront him at every turn in the city
home.” At a time, according to Reeder, when the child was in his most formative
period, he needed an environment that would enable him to learn through “his
ﬁngers and his toes as they are allowed to come into contact with air, sunshine,
water and animated nature. The miracle of the changing seasons are not found
in books nor imparted by words.” He recommended that the child “run and skip
in Nature’s own laboratory, go barefoot in the cool soft grass.”88
In selecting Reeder to direct the move to Hastings, the New York Orphan
Asylum had chosen a man who not only was qualiﬁed but also had a special
understanding of the relationship among nature, child development, and the
suburbs.The selection of the Hastings site also reﬂected the trustees’ appreciation
of the therapeutic dimension of the suburbs.
Between 1820 and 1940, close to 100 other asylums, not only orphanages
and reformatories but also drug treatment centers, hospices, mental asylums, old
age homes, special hospitals, and sanitariums, acted on the assumption that the
Westchester suburb provided something new—a landscape with curative power,
a therapeutic landscape. Westchester was America’s ﬁrst therapeutic suburb.
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Leak & Watts Orphanage, Yonkers.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, picture collection.

Streetcars
The congested cities of the late nineteenth century were described as a moral
danger not only to children but also to whole communities. Reformers called
for the dispersal of urban populations as one way to alleviate deleterious living conditions.89 Charles Loring Brace, New York’s leading child-care advocate,
recommended that city workers “settle in pleasant little suburban villages” with
their “own small house and garden,” where children would grow up “under far
better inﬂuences, moral and physical, than they could possibly enjoy in tenement-houses.”90 Thus the ﬂight to the suburbs was a moral exodus, aided by
transportation innovations, especially the streetcar, which Joel Tarr described in
the same language. The streetcar lowered transportation costs so radically that
working-class New Yorkers could begin to imagine escaping to the country and
the suburbs, envisioned as a palliative for the ills of the late nineteenth-century
city. Streetcars were critical in reducing the threat of the slum and in reshaping
southern Westchester.
The terms “streetcar” and “trolley” have been used interchangeably, and, according to John Stilgoe, this may blur an important distinction. Stilgoe identiﬁes
the streetcar with turn-of-the-century urban scurry and the trolley with technological leisure.91 By 1900, Americans were in the midst of trolley mania—cheap
excursions into the countryside. Like the railroads, streetcar companies distributed guidebooks to entice city residents to Westchester for a day’s excursion or
a summer escape. Trolley Exploring About New York City and Beyond, published in
1908, proclaimed that with the “laying of a few miles of electric rails and the
democracy of the trolley car, Westchester and its . . . scenery and historic story is
now . . . everybody’s.”92 The city traveler was introduced to Revolutionary-era
Westchester and encouraged to breath “the ﬁnest of air.” The guide suggested
that the area was about to be turned into suburban building lots—a statement
that was both descriptive and promotional. For modest fares of between ﬁve
and eight cents, about one ﬁfth the cost of a commuter ticket, New Yorkers
could visit upper Westchester and, once there, connect to the railroad or travel
to Boston.
Westchester’s ﬁrst horse-drawn streetcar lines opened in the 1880s, and within
a decade they were replaced by electric railways. In 1891 the Westchester Electric Railroad Company fanned out in every direction from Mount Vernon, the
trolley hub. Smaller companies popped up throughout the county, and by the
end of the century most had been absorbed by New York City’s Third Avenue
Railroad Company. Streetcar lines linked Yonkers with Mount Vernon and New
Rochelle and extended as far north as Tarrytown. Growth of the population in
these zones was attributed to the introduction of the trolley, the universal transfer
system, and cheap fares. Five cents paid for the ride from Yonkers to New Rochelle via Mount Vernon and from the Battery to Tremont in the Bronx. New
York’s elevated railway linked with Westchester’s trolley lines, enabling passen-
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Third Avenue Trolley, Yonkers.
Collection of Frederick A. Kramer.

gers to reach the Battery from southern Westchester for three additional cents.93
The establishment of this transportation network between city and suburb was
a decisive event in Westchester’s history as critical as the annexations of 1874
and 1895.94 Indeed, the political border separating county from city was porous,
easily pierced by streetcar lines. This late nineteenth-century link determined
the urbanization of southern Westchester. Even river towns found their hillsides
were no longer protected from development, since they were now accessible by
streetcar. Throughout Westchester, development spread outward from the local
commuter railroad stations.
The streetcar spatially changed the urban periphery, created zones of development in the interstitial areas between the preexisting suburban communities,
and provided access by groups of city dwellers who had been excluded. Contemporaries and historians agree that rapid suburbanization at the turn of the
century was the most important contribution of the streetcar.95
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Grand Central
The journey to work—the central daily ritual—began at the local railroad station,
which became a social and commercial center for many commuter towns and
villages. Post ofﬁce, banks, and general stores shared space with the stationmaster in buildings that became emblems of civic pride constructed in a variety of
architectural styles and cared for by local beautiﬁcation committees that worked
to maintain the surrounding landscape.96 Horse and carriage transported the
nineteenth-century commuter to the station, and baggage wagons helped move
goods and packages. These were motorized at the beginning of the twentieth
century and are the forerunner of the station wagon, the automobile that could
move both people and goods. The commute was made comfortable by the improvised routines and camaraderie of the passengers and technological advances
in heating and lighting. The local station and Grand Central Terminal were the
endpoints in the journey that transformed the suburbanite into a city worker.
When the commuter reached the terminal and entered the immense public
concourse, he assumed his urban posture and city ways. This journey was a kind
of daily metamorphosis, connecting two different but interdependent worlds.The
third edition of Grand Central, built in response to a steep increase in passenger
trafﬁc (the number of commuters more than doubled between 1890 and 1910),
was a great civic monument and an engineering marvel—a double-level electric
terminal. Suburban trains were accommodated at a subgrade level and efﬁciently
connected to New York City subway lines.97 Westchesterites had long grumbled
about the inconvenience of transferring to New York City’s transportation system, and they would continue throughout the twentieth century to press for a
through commuter rail line to Lower Manhattan or at the least, an easier transfer.
In 1926 the Westchester County Transit Commission noted the rapid increase in
suburban trafﬁc from 16,524,422 passenger trips in 1920 to 38,285,707, which
threatened to crowd riders into “the same cars in subway fashion.”98 The commission opposed plans to create a transfer station in the Bronx to overcrowded
city lines and proposed instead the construction of a new subway line to carry
Westchester passengers down the center of Manhattan to the ﬁnancial district. A
Westchester terminal there was envisioned but never constructed.99
The planning and construction of Grand Central created a real estate opportunity in the terminal’s air rights and the surrounding streets, which quickly
ﬁlled with ofﬁce buildings and hotels, transforming Midtown into a business and
corporate center.100 Realtors directly proﬁted from this city boom and used it
to sell Westchester suburban homes with the promise of a direct, one-stop commute to work. The connection with the railroad allowed the realtor to make a
double proﬁt on the new terminal.
Grand Central Terminal, The Gateway to Westchester, advertisement from
The Spirit of Westchester, 1928.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library.
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The commuter’s evening journey was fortiﬁed by the presence of 200 shops
in the terminal offering services and consumables from watch repairs to books;
baked goods and ﬂowers could help brighten his arrival at home. These stores
reoriented the commuter toward the journey home and the domestic world he
was about to reenter. One commentator called Grand Central “A Commuter’s
Paradise.”101
Electrification
The electriﬁcation of the suburban commuter rail lines, begun in 1903, was, like
the completion of Grand Central Station in 1913, part of the modernization of
the system. Steam locomotives were in constant danger of ﬁre, like the Park Avenue tunnel ﬁre of January 8, 1902, which killed 15 suburban commuters. The
locomotives would be replaced by dependable, cleaner, and smoother-riding
electric engines. The improved train was advertised as faster, more reliable, and
appreciably safer. Electric power stations began to dot the Westchester landscape,
establishing corridors of energy supply linking the railroad and local industry.
None was more imposing than Glenwood station in Yonkers, which even today,
a skeletal remnant, stands as a cathedral to electricity.
Electriﬁcation required the construction of an electric rail to Croton, a new
roundhouse, maintenance shops, extensive new tracks, and an abundant water
supply centrally located, where steam locomotives would be exchanged for electric engines. The selection of Croton Point for the new suburban terminal was
achieved by the active intervention of Clifford Harmon, a Madison Avenue realtor, who saw the terminal as part of a new electric zone that would reduce travel
time, increase Westchester’s population, and enhance land values. Electriﬁcation
would foster in Croton and the surrounding communities the kind of expansion
the subway had brought to the Bronx.102
In 1903, Harmon purchased a 550-acre parcel of land adjacent to the newly
incorporated village of Croton from the Van Cortlandt family. He deeded a section of the land to the New York Central line for a station, with the understanding that it would forever bear his name. He had bought “a deep and picturesque
valley,” whose size and location encouraged him to think in bold and visionary
terms.103 While proﬁt remained his primary concern, it was tempered by a utopian vision that rejected the standard approach of suburban subdivisions. While
Harmon shared a similar vision with the founders of Mount Vernon, his idea was
based not on the needs of working men but on intellectual and cultural aspirations. Harmon Park, carefully platted to preserve natural and healthful elements
and planted with birch and elm trees of striking size, would contain villas and
cottages in a variety of settings and at a variety of prices. In planning his community, Harmon expressed his hope for building an American Bayreuth, a hope
shared by Madame Lillian Nordica, who purchased 60 acres in Harmon Park.
With its creator’s prodding, this community of culture survived and attracted
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Harmon Park. Reprint from real estate brochure.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Hufeland Collection.

singers, artists, dancers, musicians, and writers. Harmon underwrote the construction of a theater—The Little Playhouse—overlooking the Croton River,
a Japanese teahouse he called the Nikko Inn, and a community center.104 He
introduced gondolas to ferry weekend visitors up and down the Croton River
to enjoy plays, readings, and discussions and share in the communal spirit.105 His
dream suffered a setback with the death of Lillian Nordica and World War I.
When Croton annexed Harmon in 1930, it had become home to railroad workers and passed its cultural and intellectual aspirations to Croton.
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Country Life
The completion of Grand Central Terminal and the electriﬁcation of Westchester’s commuter lines stimulated a new wave of suburban development and
underscored the symbiotic relationship between the railroad and real estate
interests. Commuters entering the waiting room in spring 1913 were greeted
with an 18,000-foot exhibit, sponsored by a variety of Westchester boosters,
identifying the county with country living.106 In his introduction to the exhibit,
Winnifred Harper Cooley wrote that while waiting for a train he mused how,
with
the din and strife and deafening roar of metropolitan life strenuousity round about
me . . . I panted for green ﬁelds and running brooks, for deep ravines and cool
sunlit pastures. Country life that is what all of us yearn for but how to obtain it?
Unless one be wholly hardened by and dull, there must come a moment when the
lure of the soil, and of the fresh living grass and sweet smell of ﬂowering scented
evenings overmaster the city sophistication.107

The exposition offered an answer to Cooley’s yearnings in the form of new
Westchester developments. Scarsdale Estates promised both convenience and
country experience. “Rolling hills, natural playgrounds for healthy children
made a call of the wild that is irresistible.” Gedney Farm in White Plains, Nepperhan Heights in Yonkers, and Lawrence Park in Bronxville all received the
same treatment. Westchester’s bathing beaches and country clubs were extolled
along with the county farm bureau. Booths and displays offered the services of
brokers and lenders, architects and landscapers, to support potential buyers panting for country life.
This exhibit both reiterated the close relationship between the railroad and
real estate interests and attempted to broaden the base of suburban appeal to
the city’s emerging managerial and professional classes. It also tried to reconcile
the virtues of country living with the conveniences of modern life—macadamized roads, sewers, and electricity.The juxtaposition of rural values and suburban
improvements raised no sense of irony. Westchesterites would now expect their
country homes to be fully equipped with the luxuries of urban life.
This popular display borrowed its rhetoric from the Country Life movement
and the popular magazines that advocated the redemptive qualities of rural life.
The movement resonated with city dwellers, who felt segregated from nature
and dreamed of country escapes. The suburbs were recast as the happy middle
ground between city and farm. Twentieth-century commuters wanted to be
open to the charms of nature while retaining their appreciation of the cosmopolitan. The solution was the suburbs, where even “bits of natural scenery however constricted were elevating and vital . . . (where) urban man might recover
a part of his identity.”108
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Country Life: Permanent Exposition,
Grand Central. Brochure cover.
[below] The Country Life Permanent

Exposition, Grand Central Station,
New York City.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical
Society Library, Hufeland Collection.
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The Automobile
Within a decade after the completion of Grand Central, the automobile began
to compete for the county’s commuters. The suburb early embraced motoring,
which fulﬁlled the promise of the new technology to deliver two antithetical
experiences—speed and the rural past.109
Westchester was the site of the one of the ﬁrst automobile races, the 1896
Kingsbridge to Ardsley competition.110 In 1906, entrants in the American International Race for Stock Cars competed around a 35-mile course for a $10,000
purse. Thousands of Westchesterites lined the dirt road of Mount Kisco, Armonk, Kensico, and Eastview.111 Popularly known as the Briarcliff Road Race,
the event introduced the county to the speed and excitement of the automobile,
and no doubt to the need for better roads. The celebration of this new technology suggested the excitement of the modern.
Residents organized automobile clubs such as the Dobbs Ferry-Hastings
Auto Club, which sponsored Sunday recreational drives to predetermined destinations, sometimes stopping at a country farm stand to return home with locally
grown produce.112 Country drives, which helped associate the automobile with
the virtues of nature, were the subject of numerous guidebooks published in the
1920s. To and Through Westchester described the county as a place where “nature
and road builder have joined together to create a motoring paradise in which
rugged grandeur and scenic charm rival Switzerland.” Motorists were directed
to the numerous landmarks with appeals to patriotic sentiment and historic associations.Westchester was “a territory hallowed by tradition,” a veritable picture
book.113 As with earlier transportation innovations—the steamboat, the railroad,
the trolley—guidebooks and weekend touring helped introduce urbanites to the
suburbs and the habit of commuting. These successive new modes of transportation provided the underpinning for the public’s reimagining Westchester as a
place of year-round residence.
The lure of the countryside was accentuated by early advertisements setting
new cars against the Westchester landscape. The automobile enabled New Yorkers to traverse more of the county in less time and led to the physical expansion
of the suburban ring. Hilda Ward, writing in the magazine Suburban Life in 1907,
noted how “the automobile has caused the word suburb to carry miles farther
than it used to.”114 The term “automobility” recognized the car as more than a
recreational vehicle or status symbol, identifying it with freedom of movement
and modernity.115
Mobility was the enabling idea that drew Americans to the suburbs, and now
the automobile promised to transport urbanites there more efﬁciently. However, as
Kenneth Jackson has noted, adoption of the automobile was slowed by the absence
of adequate highways.116 A concerted effort was required by the local, county, and
state agencies to build highways. The character and development of twentiethcentury Westchester would be determined by the solution to this problem.
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Briarcliff Auto Race, 1908.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.

The deplorable conditions of New York’s roads prompted the state to establish a highway department in 1898, one of the ﬁrst in the nation. By 1906 the
department had developed a four-tier plan that included a network of suburban
roads around the state’s major cities. The department was also friendly to local
initiatives and responsive to local authorities. This posture was critical to the
development of the Bronx River Parkway, the ﬁrst project to use state funds for
a limited-access highway.117
One of the by-products of New York’s 1898 consolidation was the need to
build a transportation network linking the annexed districts to Westchester. Municipal and regional planners may have agreed on population deconcentration,
but they disagreed over the more fundamental decentralization of New York
City. How these two processes were managed was a point of contention between
regionalists and metropolitanists. Regionalists sought to defend the special character of the region and to protect its unique qualities, and they thus envisioned
Westchester as a series of small New England towns distinct and autonomous
from New York City. They hoped to check urban sprawl by strengthening the
local borders, and their thinking was inﬂuenced by Ebenezer Howard and the
Garden City movement.118
Metropolitanists, on the other hand, sought to extend the methods of urban
planning to the adjacent suburbs and imagined Westchester as an extension of
the city.119 For some regionalists, the question was how Westchester was going
to check or manage the urban invasion—a word fraught with social and cultural
signiﬁcance and suggesting intensiﬁed urban migration. At stake was the twentieth-century history of Westchester as America’s suburb; this was a decisive moment in its relationship with the city. The Bronx River Parkway, whose history
is detailed in Barbara Troetel’s essay in this volume, encapsulates the regionalistmetropolitanist debate. Because it provided automobile access to the suburbs, the
parkway became, in the minds of some planners, a tool for managing the city’s
growth.120 It is not surprising, then, given the issues swirling around the long
gestation period from 1906 to 1923, that the project would be multidimensional
and formative for subsequent local and regional development.
The Bronx River Parkway was a pioneering effort in regional planning involving city, county, and state governments in the construction of a 15-mile
parkway from the Bronx Botanical Gardens to the Kensico Dam. The plan
included river cleanup and reclamation, public health measures, a landscaped
parkway, residential displacement and renewal, and the reconstruction of the
public memory of the Bronx River Valley.121 The intensiﬁcation and deepening
of Westchester’s suburban character were by-products of the parkway’s development. The cleanup of the Bronx River and the remediation of the pollution
problem was described as a public health issue, identiﬁed with the immigrant
population residing on the river’s margins. The planners felt that the businesses
and homes of African American and ﬁrst-generation Germans and Italians did
not represent the right kind of suburban development, and their displacement
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would not only help clean up the river but also purge the less desirable residents
whose unsanitary practices had contributed to the pollution.122
The ensuing building boom along the parkway corridor in the 1920s would
replace the improvised and informal structures of the marginals with the colonial and Tudor revival homes of more afﬂuent WASPs. These architectural styles
carry messages about the cultural values of the 1920s. The hope was that the
parkway would serve to ﬁlter urban migrants by severing the link between ﬁrstgeneration New Yorkers and their suburban cousins, now displaced from the
river corridor. While theses attitudes reﬂect the views of nativist Westchester
County Transit Commissioner Madison Grant, they also express a deeper anxiety about creeping urbanization, this time with a particular ethnic coloration.
The redevelopment of the adjacent parkway neighborhoods to meet the
growing housing needs of the new professional class was the particular interest
of commission member James G. Cannon, a Scarsdale banker and Westchester
realtor, whose Scarsdale Estates ofﬁces housed the commission for a while. He
described the American home as the “cradle of virtue,” which was best expressed
in the Tudor and colonial revival styles.123 Cannon’s intimate connection with
the Bronx River Parkway ensured that suburban development would proceed
in tandem with the construction of that road and the rise of the automobile.
Indeed, many Scarsdale Estates advertisements referred to the easy connection
with New York City soon to be provided by the parkway.
The dual effect of the parkway, both as a measure to open Westchester to new
development and as a check against any wholesale urban inﬂux, is best studied in
the history of Scarsdale, a suburban community whose expansion it accelerated.
In the decade of the 1920s the population of New York City grew by 21 percent,
the population of Westchester County by 51 percent, and that of Scarsdale by
176 percent.124 Given the force of these numbers, it is not surprising that the
village felt besieged and took several actions to defend itself. Carol O’Connor, in
her history of Scarsdale, describes the period as “Resisting the Urban Tide.”125 As
it had done throughout Westchester, the automobile opened tracts of Scarsdale
land for development. These new subdivisions seemed so extensive and numerous that Scarsdale responded by passing a zoning code in 1922 and tightening
the permit process for developers, introducing restrictive deeds, and establishing
baseline costs and an informal architectural review process.126 Similar strategies
were adopted in many other parts of Westchester, as communities attempted
to secure homogeneity by screening out city migrants whose class and ethnic
proﬁles were not “right.” The centerpiece of this approach was the zoning ordinance, which became the hallmark of village, town, and city planning in the
early 1920s.
The ﬁrst zoning ordinances were approved in New York City in 1916. By
1920, zoning had spread to the suburbs, in response to the rapid increase in demand for homes outside the city instigated by mass production of the automobile.127 Indeed, one commentator speaks of the “the motor vehicles paternity of
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View of Italian gardens along the Bronx River before rehabilitation.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.

zoning.”128 The practice was so new in the 1920s that Adolph Grant, chairman of
the New Rochelle Zoning Committee, felt compelled to publish “A Catechism
of Zoning” in 1925.129 In a series of questions and answers, Grant explained
the committee’s objectives and procedures in creating zoning districts, justifying
the regulations as a public health measure. Other municipalities also published
ordinances, often accompanied by zoning maps. By 1930, every incorporated
municipality in Westchester had zoning ordinances, boards of appeal, and, with
few exceptions, planning boards. But the real socioeconomic causes for the rapid
adoption of those ordinances were masked by public health rhetoric.
The rise of zoning in the 1920s was clearly a attempt to hold off “the invasion of non-conforming uses” of the land and to protect the single family;
the suburbanite’s greatest ﬁnancial asset—the single-family home—became the
centerpiece of the new regulations.130 However, zoning may also have been a
delayed reaction to New York City’s annexation of sections of Westchester in
1898 and a way to avoid future loss of territory by establishing residential and
class boundaries. Constance Perrin noted,
What has been thought of as a singularly technical concern in land use matters I
take to be value laden, that is moral. American land classiﬁcation, deﬁnitions, and
standards . . . are cultural categories and deﬁne what are believed to be the correct
relationships among them.131

How else do we explain the battle in Scarsdale over “Hot Dog Joe,” an immigrant
street vendor named Castas Hitalikides who sold frankfurters to schoolchildren,
“spoiling” their appetites, encouraging them to “squander” their money, and,
most ominously, bringing them into contact with a different socioeconomic
class? The issue went beyond protecting a ﬁnancial investment; rather, the local
ordinance was attempting to defend a community’s image and its suburban way
of life.132
The Bronx River Parkway’s promise of easy access to the suburban communities generated proposals for apartment houses along the river corridor.
Scarsdale and Mount Vernon saw these plans as the urban Trojan horse ﬁlled
with working-class tenement dwellers. Mount Vernon’s South Side Civic Improvement Association’s ﬂyer, which called for a public meeting to “protect your
home from apartments,” documents this attitude. Scarsdale took an even tougher
stance by increasing building standards and costs, thereby diminishing developers’
enthusiasm.133 The town succeeded in radically limiting the number of apartment houses, but other river valley communities were more hospitable while
still requiring developers to incorporate building designs, landscaped grounds,
and domestic amenities consistent with the character of the neighborhood to
gain approval. Chatsworth Gardens in Larchmont offered three- to seven-room
apartments with ﬁreplaces and soundprooﬁng, Highland Hall in Rye offered
garden apartments, and Hudson House in Ardsley-on-Hudson promised splen-
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did river views and the convenience of the Ardsley County Club. Broadlawn in
White Plains, Blind Brook Lodge in Rye, Sound View Gardens in Mamaroneck,
Sussex Hall in Dobbs Ferry, Hampton Gardens in Ossining, River Glen in Hastings, and Interlaken in Eastchester are part of a long list of apartment houses,
garden apartments, and clustered low-rise units constructed in the 1920s and
1930s that were designed to ﬁt into Westchester’s suburban landscape.134
The restoration of the Bronx River was part of the return to the pastoral and
the reclamation of a despoiled landscape. Randall Frambes Mason has described
the work of the commission in recovering both the physical landscape and the
historical value of the valley.135 Nature was redeemed in order to expose urban
travelers to its moral powers. Thus, according to Mason, the commission hoped
to link reform with suburbanization.136 The creation of public memory included
the historical association with the ﬁrst European settlers—Jonas Bronck and
the great colonial families of New York—and, of course, with a series of local
Revolutionary War events in the area. Reclaiming the river and the valley was
the prerequisite for the preservation of history, which would inculcate feelings of
patriotism in the minds of new arrivals.137 Memory building through historical
association was a long-standing cultural practice in Westchester, and it provides
the context for the commission’s efforts and contributes to our understanding of
Westchester as the American suburb.
At the White Plains section of the Bronx River Parkway, in a central location,
sits the Westchester County Center, constructed in 1927 and opened in 1930
under the auspices of the Westchester County Parks Commission. Equipped
with a large auditorium and concert hall for opera, plays, concerts, and small
theater productions, the center made it possible to argue that “Westchester does
not always have to go to New York City to see great plays produced by great
players.”138 Its construction expressed the county’s desire to promote a distinctive
identity and its aspiration to be more than a cultural afterthought. If, according
to Theodore Pratt in his 1935 article in American Mercury, it was commonly understood that in Westchester “culture and comfort reach their acme,” the county
center symbolized this conjunction and helped established Westchester as “the
most widely known suburb in the country and accepted in a number of foreign
places as an enviable American spot . . . the suburb par excellence of the greatest
city of the globe.”139 Petitions from local school business and civic groups had
long been pressing for a county meeting place. Agnes Meyer, chairman of the
Westchester Parks Commission, described the center in 1929 as “the village
green of colonial days in that this building, like the village green, is to be dedicated to the services of the entire community.”140 It was a modest gesture that
would have given regionalists some satisfaction.
When completed, the Bronx River Parkway tripled the value of real estate in
the valley and cut driving time to New York City in half. It also provided a model for twentieth-century highways and the template for Westchester’s parkway
system.141 In 1922, the New York State Legislature had passed the Westchester
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County Park Act, which established the park commission charged with the location, creation, acquisition, and improvement of parks, parkways, and boulevards.
The growth of New York City, the rapid adoption of the automobile, and the
popularity of local and regional planning were cited as reasons for the legislation.142 The commission applied this formula to the other river valleys in the
county and proposed parkways for the Saw Mill and the Hutchinson River
valleys in 1925.
The Boston Post Road was choking on trafﬁc, serving as the only connecting
road for New Rochelle, Larchmont, Mamaroneck, Rye, and Port Chester with
Connecticut and points north. The Hutchinson River Parkway, named for the
historic stream, opened in 1927 and connected to the Merritt Parkway in 1937.
The Saw Mill River Parkway, constructed simultaneously with the Hutchinson
River Parkway, on the east side of the county, bypassed congested downtown
Yonkers and sped motorists from Tibbets Valley to the Saw Mill and from Yonkers to Pleasantville and ﬁnally to Katonah in 1954.143 Rich in traditions and
historical associations, the romantically beautiful Saw Mill, like the Hutchinson,
continued the Olmstedian character of the Bronx River Parkway; both served as
catalysts for automobile excursions, housing developments, and increased property values in their respective valleys.144 The north-south axis ﬁrst established by
the Hudson River and Long Island Sound, retraced by the railroads, and now
inscribed again by the automobile, resembled a fan-shaped wedge with New
York City at its southern end and Westchester opening outward to the north.
Westchester, through the actions of state and county planning agencies, had reinvented itself as the nation’s most prestigious commuter automobile suburb.
The preoccupation with north-south arteries did not preclude plans for eastwest parkways. The intensive growth of the southern part of the county required
a roadway between the Saw Mill and the Hutchinson, connecting Yonkers and
Mount Vernon. The Cross County Parkway was competed in 1932, but plans to
extend it to Rye and Playland were casualties of the Great Depression. The proposed Tarrytown–White Plains and Sprain Brook parkways were also shelved.
Westchester County’s parkway initiatives were recognized by Americans and
foreign visitors as extraordinary civic accomplishments worthy of emulation.145
Vision, energy, and public support enabled the ambitious plans to be realized
in less than a decade. Westchester’s communities were linked now not only to
New York City but also to one another, more aware of their common suburban
identity and their shared efforts to control the future.
Parks
In 1922, the Westchester County Board of Supervisors proposed a series of
parks located throughout Westchester and connected by a series of parkways.
Waterfront areas along the Hudson River and the Long Island Sound would
offer recreation opportunities and bathing beaches, while river valley parkways
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would offer picturesque spaces for picnic and campgrounds and forest preserves.
The county supervisors had come to appreciate the need to coordinate planning for parks and parkways and the necessity of building a network of roads
and recreation sites. The park system was described by the Westchester County Parks Commission in 1925 as the skeleton plan for the orderly growth of
Westchester.146 Commission members, especially Jay Downer, the chief engineer,
saw parks as safety valves to preserve natural spaces that would be accessible both
to local residents and urban tourists.
The park system began with the transfer of the thousand-acre Mohansic
Reservation in Yorktown Heights to Westchester in 1923. There followed an
unprecedented program of land acquisition and construction of parks and parkways, which, between 1923 and 1925, acquired more than 9,000 acres at a cost
of $85 million.147 Many of the parks were integral to parkway development.The
Saw Mill spawned Tibbets Brook and Woodlands; the Hutchinson crossed the
Wilson’s Woods, Saxon Woods, and Maple Moor golf courses; and the Sprain
was home to the Sprain Brook golf course. The county’s shoreline included
Hudson River beaches at Kingsland Point in North Tarrytown and at Croton
Point. Long Island Sound provided beaches and amusements at Glen Island, Rye
Beach, and Playland.148
The network of parks and parkways and the collateral recreational programs
established Westchester’s reputation as a progressive county that had avoided
haphazard and uncontrolled growth. By concentrating modern automobile trafﬁc along the river valley corridors, now aesthetically enhanced by a network of
landscaped parks and parkways, the county became “the favorite run of the great
throng of automobilists.” According to local boosters like Chauncey Grifﬁn,
president of the Westchester County Realty Board, Westchester could lay claim
to the title of New York’s Garden Suburb.149
In 1930, the stringent budget of the depression years compelled Everit Macy,
county parks commissioner, to pause and take stock of the remarkable accomplishments of the 1920s. He wrote in the July 1930 issue of Survey magazine,
The intense modern life of our cities, the pressure of population, the relentless
speeding of mass production make wholesome relaxation and recreation even more
important to our age than to any age preceding. And at the same time there is increasingly leisure time for all classes, for the widespread and constantly growing use
of machines is tending everywhere to a shorter working day and working week. . .
. Thus the need for recreation and the leisure in which to use it have coincided.
There remains to be furnished only the place.Westchester County’s experience . . .
demonstrates that aside from the health and social advantages, a well-considered
modern public parks program rests on sound economic principles.150
Park, Parkway & Reservations of Westchester County Park System, 1931, chromolithograph on paper.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, 75.0.1623.
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Macy’s comments recognize the growing importance of leisure to both
Westchesterites and New Yorkers. The county’s parkways and parks attempted
to meet this new demand by providing open access and recreational venues.The
modern suburb was now expected to serve not only as a passive safe haven but
also as an enriched space providing a variety of recreational and cultural activities. This new concern suggests that the measure of the quality of suburban life
transcended the home and garden and extended now into the community and
the connecting social relationships.
Leisure
The emerging social sciences described the use of leisure time as a problem of
social import worthy of academic study. The explosive growth of the suburbs in
the 1920s had created what social scientists described as a new aggregate type of
society whose culture was a window into the structure and values of suburban
life. Indeed, the suburbs, and Westchester in particular, had become a conspicuous playground. The study of Westchester’s habits of recreation also provides
clues about the sources of happiness and contentment in and a rare objective
glimpse inside the suburban world.
George Lundberg, professor of sociology at Columbia University, with the
support of the Carnegie Corporation, selected Westchester, with “its prized location,” as the laboratory for the study of leisure. Lundberg believed the county
to be the typical prosperous American suburb. In keeping with the model established by Helen and Robert Lynd in their study, Middletown, in 1929, Lundberg
and his colleagues subjected a whole community to sociological scrutiny; they
believed they found in Westchester their own Muncie, Indiana.
In selecting Westchester as the focus of Leisure: A Suburban Study, Lundberg
recognized that it contained several versions of the suburb. While they shared a
common identity, he believed that their differences suggested that Westchester
embodied several different typologies. Fifteen villages, containing 60 percent
of the population, were selected as the representative sample, and then in turn
were grouped into 3 categories. The ﬁrst was the wealthy residential suburb,
which was carefully planned, landscaped, restricted, and dominated by homes
and a small business district. The residents were predominately professional men
who commuted, thought of themselves as self-sufﬁcient, and shared an intense
commitment to “keeping up with the Joneses.”151 The villages were Bronxville,
Larchmont, Pelham Manor, Scarsdale, and Rye. They showed the largest population growth in the 1920s, averaging increases in excess of 100 percent. The
second category had clusters of middle- and working-class housing (with some
homes showing signs of decay), multifamily housing, and industry. Poor planning
and weak zoning had made this primarily residential type of suburb resemble a
small independent city, with a mix of foreign and second-generation populations
and pockets of African Americans. Residents were not professional and most
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did not commute to work. This type had a far less homogeneous proﬁle than
the wealthy suburb.152 Listed here were Hastings, North Tarrytown, Tuckahoe,
Dobbs Ferry, and Mamaroneck.The third category was the satellite city or mixed
suburb. Unlike the ﬁrst two, its distinction was not primarily economic. Satellite
cities are more intensively urban and distinguished by their large size, congestion, mature business district, and a demographic proﬁle that resembles other
large cities. Indeed, in Westchester the third group was a mixture of all three
types and contained sections that aspired to wealthy and middle-class status.153
In this ﬁnal category were Yonkers, Mount Vernon, New Rochelle,White Plains,
and Port Chester, with average populations 10 times that of the wealthy suburb.
Lundberg’s categories document the range of suburban typologies within one
political boundary, each displaying different characteristics. The introduction of
these variations raises a question about the unity of Westchester’s experience. Is
there a sense of a common identity shared by all residents in the county? For
Lundberg and many other commentators, the unifying principle is the county
government—it is the basis of community consciousness.154
Lundberg’s study brought the methodology of the social sciences, including
the use of participant diaries and daily schedules of activities, to Westchester.
More than 2,460 individuals kept diaries recording their routines over a 3-day
period, which were supplemented with numerous interviews and discussion. At
the center of this study was the suburban family, whose size, unlike that of the
urban family, was directly correlated with wealth—as incomes rose, so too did
the number of children. This was especially true for commuter families, whose
children were concentrated in the 5- to 15-year-old age bracket. For Lundberg
this accounted for the child-centered nature of the suburbs and explained why
family and children were the most frequently articulated rationale for moving
there.155
Nothing better symbolized this preoccupation with the child than the suburban schools, whose palatial structures reminded everyone that education was
the principal community activity. Modern school buildings, including collegiate-style high schools, were supported by generous appropriations and offered
an expanding program of leisure activities, which for suburban adolescents were
increasingly located outside the home. Lundberg concluded that in Westchester
the “tribute and the temple formerly dedicated to the gods are today dedicated
to the child.”156
The division of labor in the commuting suburban family had men active
in local politics and women, in disproportionate numbers, deeply engaged in
community organizations. Men struggled with divided loyalties. Church leaders
believed that Westchester’s commuter husband “lived with his face toward New
York City.”157 Men did participate in local government and planning boards to
protect their investments or share their expertise. In the wealthy communities
political divisions were rare, and the operational political consensus reﬂected the
homogeneity of the population.158
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While ministers lamented that “the hub of the community was Wall Street,”
women, especially those from higher-income households, countered men’s divided loyalties with a ﬁerce commitment to local clubs and socializing. A woman’s status was deﬁned by her club memberships, in which participation was
obligatory, and which, according to Lundgren, provided her with a public place.
She could choose anything from literary societies to philanthropic organizations, always aware of the pecking order they represented. Visiting friends and
neighbors occupied more than a quarter of a woman’s leisure time and helped
establish a social network. Whatever the motivation for or the status associated
with club membership and social visiting, these experiences were the backbone
of rich suburban civic life in Westchester.
Home ownership was closely identiﬁed with commuting and was more valued among the wealthy than in the mixed and satellite suburbs, where it competed with other economic concerns. The status and respectability conferred on
homeowners created an intolerance toward apartment dwellers, who were twice
as likely to live in a satellite city and were often described as “social tramps.”
Home size in Lundgren’s sample was closely correlated with income—$5,000
bought a 6-room house, between $5 and $10,000 an 8-room house, and over
$10,000 a 9-room house. Most houses had front and back yards, and in the 1930s
playrooms were an added new requirement. In spite of the rootedness implied in
the purchase of a suburban home and in community involvement, 70 percent of
Westchesterites moved once every 10 years, and 75 percent lived in their community for less than 7 years.
Postwar Suburbs
Westchester, beset by unemployment, home foreclosures, and a building slowdown, shared with the rest of the United States the economic hardships of the
depression. Residents organized and sacriﬁced for the war effort. During World
War II housing starts plummeted, especially in northern Westchester, where they
had seemed immune to the depression. The construction of apartments was put
on hold.Thus Westchester emerged from the 1930s and ’40s in dire need of new
housing.
The 1930s created a profound crisis of cultural identity and a legacy of psychological insecurity. The American dream was modiﬁed and refashioned to
win the loyalty of the “average American” and to satisfy middle-class aspirations
for an automobile (or two) and a home furnished with the numerous consumer
products that constituted the narrowed postwar deﬁnition of success. While the
central quest for the single-family home in the suburbs persisted, the prewar
barriers of class, income, and ethnicity had to be breached. The dream had to be
democratized.
The conﬂuence of innovative government-sponsored ﬁnancing, the pent-up
demand for new homes, the pool of returning veterans, and the mass production
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and simpliﬁed design of homes in the late 1940s and 1950s extended the possibility of single-family home ownership in fundamentally new ways, to constitute
a new phase in the history of the American suburb. Square footage shrank and
styles were simpliﬁed, as the ranch house replaced the colonial and Tudor revival
designs of the 1920s and ’30s. The repetitious patterns of suburban development
and the prefabricated, machine-made components, which reduced purchase prices, provoked aesthetes, who saw in the raw façades of the split-level and cape-style
houses a cultural decline symptomatic of the vacuousness of the new suburbs. In
1954 Frederic Lewis Allen lamented this change in his beloved Scarsdale in two
articles in Harper’s. He wrote,
To a visitor from another area, or from an earlier decade, such houses (the ranch
type) would seem to be very small but pleasantly simple and unpretentious and extraordinarily mechanical. . . . Physically they represent a characteristically American
response to an era of high building costs and abundant machinery; spiritually they
represent an abandonment of the dream of old world charm that ﬂourished in the
twenties, and of the dream of old fashioned cottage living that accommodated it
and then tended to supersede it in the thirties.159

Allen complained about the unrelenting change and the great metropolitan
sprawl that threatened to engulf Westchester. From 1950 to 1970, the number of
residences increased by 40 percent and the population soared from 625,000 to
808,000.160 Fortune described the suburbs of the 1950s as “exploding.”161
For almost two decades Westchester’s villages, towns, and cities had used zoning ordinances to try to control growth and hold off metropolitanization. Even
the Bronx River Parkway was envisioned as a bulwark against uncontrolled urban sprawl. Thus, in the postwar era, while Westchester did not match the scale
of Levittown, its numerous smaller developments replicated its patterns of standardized design, reduced construction costs, and affordable purchase prices.162
Yonkers—a mix of suburban enclaves in the east and urban concentrations in the
west separated by the Saw Mill River Parkway—contained several subdivisions
clustered around Sprain Brook.When completed, these three projects would add
1,000 homes to the suburban rolls. They provide a vivid illustration of the local
history of the postwar suburbs.163
Sprain View Heights, a 72-acre subdivision originally zoned for garden
apartments, was divided into 330 building lots. Beginning in 1947, the project
struggled with uncertain ﬁnances and 3 different developers. The real battle,
however, was with the City of Yonkers over curbs and sidewalks, storm sewers
and drainage, and parks and playgrounds. The ﬁrst developer, Irah Realty Corporation, asked the city for waivers on each of these “improvements,” but met
with resistance—Yonkers insisted on sewers rather than septic tanks, curbs, and a
park, all to be built at the developer’s expense. The city argued that the proposal
for Sprain View Heights, based on 350 homes, each with 3.7 people, and a total
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1950s ranch house, Port Chester.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.

of about 220 children, required the developer to underwrite the construction
of a park within the subdivision. Irah complained that the park would “detract
from the value of the adjacent home sites and remove several building lots from
the market at a cost of $25,000.” Yonkers’s insistence that the realty company
pay for improvements was a device “to eliminate from the market the development of unripe subdivisions. . . . Then perhaps there is no need for that subdivision.”164 This pattern was repeated throughout the United States, as the pressure
for moderately priced single-family suburban homes was met not only by mass
production but also by a series of cost-reduction strategies that transferred infrastructure expenditures to local government.165
The Sprain View Heights corporation collapsed in 1949, soon to be replaced
by Sprain Lake Village, which also failed to gain approval for a master plan but
successfully negotiated permits for 2 preconstruction models that were opened
on a weekend in March 1950. Ten thousand visitors came to inspect the models
and within the ﬁrst days, 2 of the 300 homes were sold; within the month, all
were gone. For a preconstruction price of just under $9,000, a buyer purchased
a 2- or 3-bedroom ranch house on a 60’ x 100’ lot. The advertisements for the
open house announced in bold letters “WRONG—wrong that we could not
build houses in Yonkers in Westchester for $8,995” that included a full wall-size
window, real tile bath, a Crosley 7-cubic-foot refrigerator, a gas range, a Bendix
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automatic washer, an exhaust fan, steel sink, and cabinets. This was Westchester’s
version of the refashioned postwar dream.
Veterans needed no down payment and monthly payments of only $49.75.
Nonveteran applicants were eligible for Federal Housing Authority (FHA)
mortgages. The combination of low down payments and long-term ﬁnancing
separated these postwar subdivisions from the prewar ﬁnancing models of the
1920s. The debt to the New Deal is clear—the Homeowners Loan Corporation (1933), which provided for long-term reﬁnancing; the National Housing
Act (1934), which established the FHA to insure lenders against defaults; and
the GI Bill (1944), which guaranteed veterans’ mortgages. The last two established minimum housing standards for mortgage approval.166 The combination
of moderately priced single-family homes and long-term, low-interest, federally
guaranteed mortgages, became, according to Kenneth Jackson, a stereotype of
the American way of life.167
However, the early “sales” were foiled by the continued battle between developer and city. In July 1952, a new corporation gained city approval and started
building Westview, a community of 330 ranch houses, 33’ x 25’—truly compact—each with 2 bedrooms and an expansion attic, a device to transfer some
construction costs directly to the buyer. A garage added $1,000 to the price but
seemed a necessity, given the advertised expectation that residents would drive,
as the site was “an easy commute by car,” and would soon be able to use the
Sprain Brook Parkway.168
Bronxville Heights and Hearth-Stone, adjacent subdivisions, added 188 and
500 homes, respectively, mostly small ranches and ranchettes with some capestyle houses offering the same attractive ﬁnancing as Westview. Collectively these
developments delivered 1,000 homes to Westchester, modest by Levittown standards, but sharing in common with it and other postwar suburban developments
a peripheral location, low density, architectural similarity, affordability, and economic and racial harmony.169 Westview, Bronxville Heights, and Hearth-Stone
were predominantly white, working-class subdivisions with large numbers of
foreign-born or second-generation Americans. The door to America’s suburbs
had been opened to those whose ethnic identity and class standing excluded
them from Westchester’s boom of the 1920s.This profound shift in the constituency of the American suburb would have a ripple effect on the proﬁle and distribution of Westchester’s population. The abiding drive toward homogeneity in
the suburbs was now “democratized”—shared by a wider variety of groups, from
old-stock upper-class Protestants to second-generation working-class Catholics.
This cultural fault line did not go undetected. Frederick Lewis Allen wrote
in 1954,
Some thirty years ago—in the mid nineteen twenties—I built a house in the suburb of Scarsdale . . . to the north of my house, in the mid twenties, one could reach,
within a few minutes walk a considerable stretch of open countryside—to the
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south a succession of big ﬁelds crossed by no road for a mile or so; to the north a
patch of woods of such size that one could think of it as a forest.
A few months ago I revisited it. Most of the big ﬁelds to the south had been
transformed into streets and most of the woods to the north had likewise been
invaded by the builder.
And the largest remaining bit of woodland had been selected as the site of a new
high school for the fast growing population.
For here as elsewhere the transformation of the suburb has been unrelenting.170

In the face of this kind of change and the concomitant fear about the future,
what could Allen and his fellow suburbanites do? What was lost was not only
the rural character but also the small-town qualities and the intimacy that come
from a common understanding. At the village center stood the small railroad
station and the local businesses. Many of these town and village centers were
within walking distance for most residents and seemed to serve their exclusive
needs. This perception reminds us that there is in the suburban village some
remnants of the small town, where familiarity and scale are valued. These were
the very things metropolitanization was eradicating.
How could suburbanites avoid increasing urbanization, which was evident
not only in their neighborhoods but also in the changing character and racial
composition of the county’s satellite cities? While new single-family, workingclass subdivisions were sprouting up throughout the county, federal and municipal ofﬁcials were entangled in a series of public housing proposals. In the same
year Westview opened its sales ofﬁce, the Schlobohm Houses, a 415-unit public
housing project with 200 parking spaces to be built with federal assistance, was
being planned for the western part of Yonkers—at the same per unit cost as the
ranch houses that now dotted the eastern landscape.171
Shopping
From his perch in Scarsdale, Frederick Lewis Allen spotted the culprit—the
instigator of metropolitanization: the automobile. Allen believed the private passenger car was an inordinate consumer of space—horizontal space. The automobile stretched out and gobbled up open land at a record rate, thus “robbing
the suburbs piece by piece of its fast departing rural quality.”172 For others,
however, the automobile was the means of liberation from the city, ﬁrst serving recreational needs and then becoming the principal means for commuting.
The Sprain Brook subdivision not only assumed automobile commuting but
also linked the new suburbanites not to a town center but to the 27-store Centuk Shopping Center (1951) and the 13-store Grassy Sprain Shopping Center
(1950) on Central Park Avenue, a main north-south artery connecting Yonkers
with White Plains. As more new individual shopping centers sprang up, Central Park Avenue began to coalesce into one extended strip mall. Convenient
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Vernon Hills Shopping Center, Route 22, Eastchester.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Gannett Collection.

parking made regular shopping easy and encouraged the emerging suburban
consumer culture. Of course, the massive Cross County Shopping Center in
Yonkers (1954; see Bartholomew Bland’s essay in this volume) would dwarf
these smaller versions, but they all had in common the interdependence of
shopping and the automobile.
The migration of the branch department stores in the 1930s was a harbinger
of change in suburban patterns of consumption. In 1933 B. Altman opened in
White Plains, followed by Arnold Constable in New Rochelle in 1937. Macy’s,
Bonwit Teller, and Lord & Taylor landed in White Plains in the late 1940s. Raymond Loewy, a key designer of these stores, described them as “selling machines,”
soon to become “America’s favorite village green.”173 For the new suburbanites,
consumption had become the democratic ethos and the shopping center the
new town square.
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The Expressway
Developers were aided in the transformation of the Westchester suburban landscape by county and state planners, who extended the prewar parkway system.
Pressure from the highway and automobile lobby, national defense concerns, and
the increase in the number of households with automobiles in the United States,
which rose from 59 percent in 1950 to 82 percent by 1970, won federal and state
subsidies for Interstate 87 and the Tappan Zee Bridge, which linked Suffern with
Tarrytown; the Cross Westchester Expressway (1960) connecting Tarrytown and
Rye; and the New England Thruway (1958). The completion of I-87 met the
Regional Plan Association’s 1931 scheme of a series of road loops extending out
and around the city, which would help to disperse New York’s population in
times of peace and war.
The Cross Westchester Expressway was the ﬁrst metropolitan bypass, and
its design distinguished it from prewar parkways. Completion of the 10.3-mile
road marked the beginning of a new generation of highways, where recreational
motoring had been completely supplanted by the rapid movement of goods and
people. The expressway connected to more than a dozen highways, transported
suburban commuters to work, and established new shipping networks for the
New England and Middle Atlantic regions. In 1971 The New York Times provided an assessment of the role of highways in the metropolitan region. Reporter
David Shipler wrote,
In ﬁve weeks travel through the suburbs New York Times reporters found that the
power of highways to determine how land developed, and thus how millions of
people will live and where they will work, is surer than all the careful reasoning of
government planners or the defensive rhetoric of small town politicians. Every day
in outer counties, planners who try to ﬁght sprawl and revitalize mass transportation by encouraging new development in downtown centers are being defeated
by the growth that spreads along the highways, that clusters around the new interchanges. The highways’ inﬂuence has been enhanced by the resistance of many
suburbanites to growth in their own towns.174

Development along the Cross Westchester rearranged the spatial organization of the county and its suburban communities. There were, according to
Sharon Zukin, two processes at work. The ﬁrst was de-gentriﬁcation, which explains the postwar suburban subdivisions like Sprain Brook Knolls. The second
was de-industrialization, which hit the southern satellite cities, like Yonkers, very
hard. Westchester now shifted to a service economy. Together, these two transformations, according to Zukin, remapped the landscape of America’s suburb,175
making Westchester a ripe location for corporations in the emerging service
economy looking to leave New York City.
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Aerial view of the Cross Westchester Expressway facing west.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Drimmer Collection.

General Foods Headquarters, White Plains (ca. 1977).
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

To encourage this corporate migration, the Westchester County Association,
organized in 1950, supported New York companies in their move to Westchester
and oversaw orderly growth.176 The precedent for this exodus was Reader’s Digest, which moved to Pleasantville in 1922 and constructed a Williamsburglike
headquarters, cupola and all, in Chappaqua in 1939. In 1951 Standard Oil moved
to Pelham, followed by General Foods to White Plains two years later. This last
move was particularly signiﬁcant, given the size of the company and the logistics.
The push-pull forces that shape any migration were crucial to building momentum for the relocation of many of New York’s Fortune 500 corporations.
The cost of expansion and consolidation of ofﬁces, uncertain tax policies, congestion and transportation problems, and the dependability and quality of the work force all weighed heavily on New York’s corporate executives.
Westchester’s boosters pushed its suburban setting with natural landscapes and
open vistas, moderate and predictable tax policies, ease of transportation, bettertrained and dependable work force, and access to suburban housing. Company
executives, many already Westchester residents, envisioned the suburbanization
of their employers as a personal beneﬁt, a means to improve the amenities of the
workplace, and a way to exert greater control over the workforce.They expected
their employees to follow their jobs, and a signiﬁcant number did, adding to the
demand for single-family homes.
Numerous magazine articles and municipal and county studies documented
the growing list of Fortune 500 companies moving to Westchester; so many
selected locations in the Cross Westchester corridor that the corporate strip became known as the Platinum Mile. IBM joined the movement in the 1960s
and became the dominant corporate presence in the county, serving as the architectural pacesetter. While the new campus-style ofﬁces maintained the low
horizontal line of the surrounding ranch houses and shopping centers, their
innovative façades and their intimate relationship with their surroundings established visual harmony and a new symbolic landscape.177
Consumer City
Corporate migration and the suburbanization of work reshaped the landscape
and established White Plains, the county seat, as the commercial center and the
consumer capital of Westchester.The roots of the battle over the future of White
Plains can be traced back the 1920s, when city planners debated displacing immigrant retailers, poor housing, and some middle-class homes in order to realize
their commercial dreams. The debate was complicated in the 1930s and ’40s by
public housing and in the 1950s and ’60s by urban renewal proposals. The city
made minor, grudging concessions to these demands. When the zoning board
changed its code to embrace the General Foods campus headquarters, municipal authorities replaced lower-class housing with parking lots.178 In the 1970s,
with the aid of urban renewal and later with community development funds,
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Urban renewal, White Plains: demolition of the Westchester County Court House, 1977.
Courtesy of the White Plains City Archives. Photo by Renoda Hoffman.

White Plains demolished and displaced almost 1,700 African American and
Italian American households and the small businesses that stood in the way of
large-scale commercial redevelopment.179 The city’s social restructuring would
make White Plains more hospitable to corporate ofﬁces, department stores, and
county government. The planning strategy worked, and the face of White Plains
changed. In 1980 the $100 million Galleria, an indoor mall, was opened, surrounded by a new courthouse, library, and ofﬁce buildings.
The dramatic renewal of White Plains, which took place in the context of
postwar suburbanization, reached its high point in 1995 with the construction of
The Westchester, a $250 million, 2.5 million-square-foot indoor mall with 3,200
parking spaces. Fittingly, it faces the Cross Westchester Expressway, which brings
most of its upscale suburban shoppers by car. The Westchester’s class appeal to
shoppers—Paul Goldberger described it as “a mall with airs”—seeks to establish
a niche distinctive from both The Galleria and The Westchester Pavilion.180
While The Westchester epitomizes the modern history of America’s suburb
in its absolute identiﬁcation with automobiles and consumption, its focus on
the needs of the upper class is a reminder of how varied Westchester’s suburban
population has become. Bronxville is different from Bronxville Heights, and so is
The Westchester from The Galleria. If there is a symbiotic relationship between
the suburb and consumption, it will have to be played out at several levels with
a variety of choices. Thus homogeneity has been maintained by the creation
of discrete subdivisions of living and shopping. And all can claim residence in
Westchester.
The builders of The Westchester selected its name because they believed it
had a certain cachet—a recognition as the suburban ideal.This image has weathered many transformations, yet it continues to resonate in the public imagination. In one of the atriums in The Westchester sits a bust of Orawaupum, Chief
of the Wiechquaeskechs, marking the location where supposedly the land was
sold to the ﬁrst Europeans.Westchester is indeed a palimpsest layered with many
suburban histories.
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2.

What Is Suburbia?
Naming the Layers in the Landscape, 1820 –2000

Dolores Hayden

Since the early nineteenth century, suburbs have been part of the process of
urbanization, growing along with the crowded centers of cities. For almost 200
years Americans have idealized life in single-family homes in natural settings,
while paradoxically creating more and more urbanized landscapes to contain
these demands for private space. The production of millions of model suburban houses—involving massive investments by the federal government, huge
expense to individual families, and extraordinary proﬁts for private real estate
developers—has conﬁgured the cultural landscapes where most Americans live
and work. Recent debates about “the costs of sprawl” in dispersed metropolitan
conﬁgurations reveal both a new critique of sprawl and a persistent attraction
to low-density residential settlement.1 Americans keep on reinventing the idealized outer reaches of countriﬁed suburbia, while older suburban layers are often
dismissed as having “urban” problems.
Anyone who wants to write a new history has to ask, what is American suburbia? A demographer might answer, “the non-center city areas of metropolitan
regions,” but that is a negative deﬁnition, subordinating suburbia to the inner city.
Suburbia is, ﬁrst of all, where most Americans now live. It is the dominant American cultural landscape, combining cherished natural and built environments,
yards and single-family houses. Second, suburbia is where millions of square feet
of commercial and residential real estate are ﬁnanced and built. (Although currently it is abysmally planned, designed, and constructed, this has not always been
the case.) Third, suburbia is the location of most of the unpaid labor of nurturing and parenting, reﬂecting both social and environmental practices. Fourth,
suburbia is where the majority of American voters now live. Understanding how
existing suburbs have been organized, ﬁnanced, designed, constructed, marketed,
and inhabited is central to calculating the prospects for ending sprawl.
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Layer by layer, the metropolitan regions of the United States have ﬁlled out
with suburban construction, some in the form of individual houses, some in
tracts of houses, some in planned and designed communities. The United States
is home to diverse suburbs—blue collar and elite, bare and leafy, WASP and
African American and Chinese American. But is there a larger suburban ideal,
uniting diverse residents? The suburban house is booming. The average size of a
new one was 800 square feet in 1950, 1,500 in 1970, and 2,190 in 1998.2 Some
analysts say the suburb as settlement form is thriving also. Others claim the
suburban frontier is closed, and rush to ﬁnd new terms to describe the current
spatial conﬁguration: “out-town,” “ruruburbia,” “technoburb,” “the galactic city,”
“postsuburb,” “exopolis.”3 Do we need new words? Let’s keep the term “suburbia” and rename its layers. We can trace the history of suburban construction
over seven eras. The borderlands began about 1820, the picturesque enclaves
about 1850, the streetcar buildouts around 1870, the mail-order and self-built
suburbs about 1900, the sitcom suburbs about 1950, the edge nodes around
1970, and the rural fringes about 1990. All of these layers continue to exist, and
many are still being built, in the metropolitan regions of 2005.
Most histories of the suburb are categorized by transportation—railroad,
streetcar, auto—but many of the older transit networks are gone today. This
analysis shifts to a cultural landscape approach, stressing the history of land use
and using aerial photography as documentation. Most histories of suburbia deal
with male perspectives on middle- and upper middle-class suburbs. This essay
will compare working-class suburban conﬁgurations of house and yard to afﬂuent ones, and look at how both have been presented in popular culture. It will
also investigate how women and children have experienced suburban spaces.
The double dream for residents of suburbia is house plus community.4 Model
houses have been idealized at some times and model communities at others, but
most people hope for both a decent house and a sense of connection to a more
public world. Model houses are often compromised by context; model towns
often fail because of expense and social conﬂict. Perhaps the most common
problem is that individual houses have often been promoted as if they were situated in model communities, when they were not. Similarly, tracts of houses have
often been hyped as perfect towns, complete with appropriate public facilities
and infrastructure, when they were not towns at all. While many intellectuals
and designers have sneered at suburban residents as credulous, this is a simplistic,
disrespectful response. Ordinary people are hopeful about their family and community life, and they struggle to supply what is lacking in order to make places
work. Disentangling the strands of suburban development leads to a clearer sense
of which traditions are negative and which are positive.
In my earlier book, Redesigning the American Dream: The Future of Housing,
Work, and Family Life, I argued that by the 1950s, the American suburban house
had become a private utopia, replacing the model town that had engaged many
Americans’ hopes a century earlier. In the mid-nineteenth century, developer

What Is Suburbia? 78

Llewellyn Haskell promoted his expensive suburban enclave at Llewellyn Park,
New Jersey, as “an Eden . . . away from the common haunts of Man.”5 But by
the 1890s, when streetcar suburb builder Samuel E. Gross of Chicago depicted
an angel with a sword labeled “justice” delivering a small cottage to a workman
with a dinner pail, heaven was a modest house. The theme of working-class
suburban house as heaven is picked up again in D. J. Waldie’s poetic evocation of
Lakewood, California, entitled Holy Land.6
Perhaps middle-class Americans held on to the dream of the exclusive model
community until World War II, but in the aftermath, a scramble for houses resulted. In 1946, a cover from The New Yorker showed a large neocolonial house
descending on pink clouds to an afﬂuent husband, wife, and child. (But not
everyone was in heaven—outside the back door, an African American maid
encountered a Fuller brush salesman.) Currently, middle-class residents are being wooed back to a revival of faith in the model suburb, promoted with zealous architectural determinism. In 1992, new urbanist architects Andreas Duany
and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk announced “The Second Coming of the American Small Town.”7 Michael Eisner of Disney has predicted grateful people will
exclaim, “Thank God for Celebration!”8 Yet Celebration (a development in
Osceola County, Florida) is a highly publicized example of the difﬁculties of
creating a model community by building “neotraditional” Greek revival and
Victorian houses: controversies about its schools and its rigid management style
have ﬁlled the popular press, while most of the workers in nearby Disneyworld
cannot afford to live there.9 A brief look at each era of American suburban development will reveal architectural forms that Americans may feel nostalgia for,
but it will also situate the larger spatial and economic patterns behind the current concern about sprawl.
Borderlands, 1820
Beginning about 1820, some families sought a more rural lifestyle than growing urban centers like New York or Boston could offer. Historians John Stilgoe
and Henry Binford have deﬁned the borderlands as places where families might
choose to set up housekeeping in pastoral settings outside the growing cities.
The city commute was possible by steamboat, on horseback, or in a private carriage. (Later it could be by railroad.) All classes lived in the borderlands, but the
rich had two houses, one rural, one urban, while the poor were farmers or farm
workers with small rural homes. Only middle-class men and women wanted to
have it all, country and city, with just one house. They struggled with the difﬁcult commutes while popularizing life among the trees and ﬂowers, removed
from the pollution, epidemics, and economic stresses of the city under industrial
capitalism.10
Borderland families had two inspirational leaders who wrote best-sellers. Andrew Jackson Downing, son of a nurseryman, built his practice along the Hud-
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son River as a landscape consultant in Newburg, New York, helping to deﬁne
the picturesque styles of country homes he felt were best suited to borderland
scenery and life. His Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening . . .
with Remarks on Rural Architecture illustrated how to convert an ordinary farm
into a gentleman’s estate with ten years of planting and work.11 Cottage Residences
elaborated the architectural choices.
Catharine Beecher, author of a Treatise on Domestic Economy in 1842 and
co-author of The American Woman’s Home in 1869, also wrote for a borderland
audience. She urged women to take charge of the suburban house and family,
which she called “the home church of Jesus Christ,” by instructing them to stay
home and master efﬁcient house design and gardening, as well as the spiritual
nurturing of large families.12 The gendered, pious approach to middle-class suburban life—man nurturing the land, woman the family—ﬁrst laid out by these
two authors has remained inﬂuential, although women complained of “Lonelyville.”13 But the advice givers could not solve one problem of the borderland,
the advance of the city. Once-remote houses in pastoral locations in 1820 were
invaded by industries and their workers, as well as crowded by the shanties of
squatters, who might keep goats or pigs on lawns and steal their middle-class
neighbors’ timber.14
Picturesque Enclaves, 1850
Borderland values of scenery and family were codiﬁed and expanded when landscape architects and architects began to design entire new suburban communities as picturesque enclaves. Beginning in the 1850s, romantic Gothic revival and
Greek revival houses appeared on winding roads laid out in lush landscaping.
Often there was “green space” reserved as parks; often some shared community
activities and rituals took place in the common space. Idealism about the sanctity of the model suburb connects enclaves to other mid-nineteenth century
town-making efforts, whose founders believed that building a model community would lead to the reform of society. In 1840, Ralph Waldo Emerson commented, “Not a reading man but has a draft of a new community in his waistcoat
pocket,” referring to communitarian socialists such as the Shakers, the Oneida
Perfectionists, and the followers of Charles Fourier at the North American Phalanx near Red Bank, New Jersey, or at Brook Farm in West Roxbury, Massachusetts. All these communitarians thought of themselves as building “patent ofﬁce
models of the good society” because they believed that the founders of other
new towns would copy their example.15 Many early suburbs were conceived
[opposite, top] Borderland: “Plan of a common farm, before any improvements,” [opposite, bottom]

“Plan of the foregoing grounds as a Country Seat, after ten years’ improvement,” from Andrew
Jackson Downing, Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening, 1841.
Collection of Dolores Hayden.
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with the same religious fervor and environmental determinism. At Llewellyn
Park, New Jersey, Llewellyn Haskell, the developer, was a religious Perfectionist,
and his architect, Alexander Jackson Davis, had a simultaneous commission for a
Fourierist Phalanx in New Jersey.16
Unlike the communitarians’ towns or the Methodists’ camp meetings,
which breathed religious excitement, the early picturesque enclaves were rich.17
Llewellyn Park, in Orange, New Jersey, designed in the 1850s, transported
wealthy businessmen, social reformers, and religious enthusiasts away from city
centers and placed them closer to nature. Davis, two decades earlier, had produced a guide to Rural Residences in 1837, including an “American Cottage,” a
“Farmer’s House,” and a “Villa” with wife on the porch and husband wheeling
the infant stroller.18 When Haskell ﬁrst hired him to remodel an older building,
Davis got on so well with his client that the job turned into a model community. Haskell’s mountainous land had views, cliffs, and ponds. And Haskell and
his friends—businessmen, social reformers, religious idealists—had the funds to
work with the terrain to achieve palatial Victorian comfort with full-time, livein servants. Llewellyn Park residents celebrated May Day, accompanied by reporters, with an elaborate ceremony in their central park.19 But, like the residents
of many other model suburbs, they never ﬁnished building the library and other
community facilities promised at the start.
Enclaves were promoted in newspapers, popular magazines, novels, and plays
as models of American life. When Frederick Law Olmsted designed Riverside,
Illinois, in 1869, he achieved a most inﬂuential design despite a ﬂat, swampy tract
of land, because he added 32,000 deciduous trees and 47,000 shrubs. What was
not reported in the papers was Olmsted’s sour view that his clients were perpetuating a “regular ﬂyaway speculation,” with the promoters stealing $500,000
from the city of Chicago to cover overruns (those trees?) and then going under
in the Panic of 1873.20 Thirty years later, that suburb had ﬁlled out. Similar
landscaped enclaves with winding streets, designed by the Olmsted ofﬁce for
communities from Atlanta to Buffalo, began to set the standard for many other
architects, landscape architects, and builders throughout the country for the next
ﬁfty or sixty years, although often in reduced form.
Enclaves for the afﬂuent continued to be developed, some noted for their
snobbishness as much as for their scenery. In 1886, architect Bruce Price designed the resort of Tuxedo Park, New York, with massive stone gates and an
exclusive clubhouse on 6,000 private acres surrounded by a barbed-wire fence,
8 feet high and 24 miles long, guarded by private police. Price’s daughter was
Emily Post, proliﬁc author on etiquette, who called it an “American rural community.”21 In the age of the automobile, Palos Verdes, California, was designed by
the younger Olmsted, providing Spanish colonial-style architecture on dramatic
Picturesque enclave: Plan of Rochelle Park, designed by Nathan Barrett, 1885.
Collection of the New Rochelle Public Library.
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hills overlooking the Paciﬁc Ocean, with golf club and nursery school. While
celebrating Mexican feast days as local rituals, residents saw no irony in adopting
deed restrictions to prohibit purchasers of Mexican descent.22 In Kansas City, J.
C. Nichols developed the Country Club District with “1000 Acres Restricted,”
prohibiting billboards and African American residents.23
Historian John Archer suggests that early British colonial suburbs became
sites for the “establishment and augmentation of a person’s individual identity,”
architecturally celebrating “the alienation of wealth and privilege from the process of production, although dependent upon it.”24 Robert Fishman, who has
also studied many of the English precedents for American suburbs in this era,
puts it more simply as the “triumphant assertion of middle class values” accompanied by “the alienation of the middle classes from the industrial world they
themselves were creating.”25 It is a complex task to untangle the racism and
snobbery of certain enclaves from the positive aspects of spaces designed with a
picturesque aesthetic in mind, respecting the natural landscape, rocks, hills, rivers,
lakes, wetlands, and wildlife. As Mary Corbin Sies has observed, residents’ effective strategies for the preservation of physical character (strategies many other
Americans can learn from) were often accompanied by extremely narrow views
of social coherence, with negative lessons to teach.26
Streetcar Buildouts, 1870
From the 1870s on, streetcar buildouts provided a cut-rate version of the suburban ideal.27 A natural outgrowth of the omnibus, the horsecar, and the electric
streetcar, these new suburbs were linear developments along expanding transit
lines of single family, two-family, and three-family dwellings, with some commercial and apartment structures. Builders marketed these dwellings to secondgeneration Americans, children of immigrants who had grown up in inner-city
tenements. Construction proceeded on a modest scale with the builders’ consensus about what looked good—in New England, generally narrow lots, high
lot coverage, long two- or three-story wood frame dwellings, gable end to the
street. In the Midwest and West, smaller cottages or bungalows of a single story
were often preferred.
Eugene Wood’s 1910 article, “Why Pay Rent?” explored the contradictions
of “quiet” streetcar suburbs built out to the maximum, and crowded commutes.
These dwellings were never as separated from waged and unwaged work as the
enclaves pretended to be. Multiple wage workers in families included women
and children; multiple units included arrangements for kin and boarders; wives
also cared for chickens and grew food. At the same time, sweat equity was part
of the deal. Owner-builders were common in some cities. Bands of settlement
were graded by income and available transport. Often ethnic clubs and churches—Irish American, Polish American, Italian American—provided social centers.
Involvement by trained architects in streetcar suburbs was minimal, but city gov-
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ernments’ planners and engineers started to supply infrastructure (water pipes,
gas light or electricity) and think about annexation.
Today the streetcar suburbs may not be thought of as suburbs, because of
their density and closeness to the center of the city. People may call them “the
old neighborhood.” They vary in form and age in different parts of the country.
In Boston, large landowners subdivided the lots, but builders often produced
two or three structures in a career. Samuel Gross in Chicago operated on a larger
scale, responsible for tens of thousands of houses at varying prices that could
be purchased on long-term plans. Detroit was somewhere in between.28 In San
Francisco, in the Sunset district, an unusual streetcar suburb was made out of
streetcars themselves, older models taken out of service and converted into funky,
bottom-of-the-market dwellings.29
Whatever the city, the small front gardens of its streetcar suburbs were often
intensively cultivated. Different ethnic neighborhoods could be identiﬁed by
their plantings, and the varied delights of their kitchen gardens contrast with the
exotic landscapes of the elite enclaves.30 Where streetcar suburbs have been well
maintained, they offer livable patterns of mixed use worth reexamining for their
compact land use and good public transit. They also have offered options for the
elderly and the three-generation family unmatched in other models.
Mail-Order and Self-Built Suburbs, 1900
By the turn of the century, customers could order a house from a catalogue,
and the mail-order and self-built suburbs were born. Customers ﬁrst picked out
plans, then had every last piece of lumber, every nail and doorknob, shipped to
the site. With the rise of companies producing mail-order houses, such as Sears,
Aladdin, and Paciﬁc Readi-Cut Homes, the American house was disconnected
from questions of site and neighborhood.31 In the beginning, companies hoped
to appeal to do-it-yourself home owners. But these kits were hard to put together, so many frustrated home owners hired carpenters to help them. Many
companies also began preassembling parts of the house, such as built-in cabinets
or bathrooms, to make the job easier. Sometimes they also offered to send a crew
to construct the house from the parts in thirty days.32
Other homeowners stuck to self-building, sometimes for lack of resources,
building the place over time, with scavenged materials if necessary. An African
American suburb, Chagrin Falls Park, outside of Cleveland, was a source of pride
to those who put it together, despite the lack of infrastructure. One resident said,
“I think I bettered my condition . . . I had nice, fresh air, and you could have
vegetables and a garden.”33
In cities like Los Angeles, which developed the largest public transit system in
the country, with 1,200 miles of streetcar lines by 1915, the dense New England
and Midwestern streetcar suburb was transformed into a giant land sale, setting
the stage for the mail-order and self-built houses. Streetcar companies, many of
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Streetcar buildout: “Why Pay Rent?” sketch by Horace Taylor, Everybody’s Magazine, June 1910.
Collecton of Dolores Hayden.

them privately held, were also often in the land business. Subdividers in Los Angeles held huge barbecues to attract potential buyers to auctions of lots in empty
terrain. In Chicago, developers offered circus tents with polka bands. Wagons
drew up loaded with kegs of beer.
Buyers then decided how to build on their new suburban lots, and many
chose the mail-order option. A Spanish colonial house might rise next to a
craftsman bungalow or a New England Cape. The mail-order manufacturers
recognized the loosening of neighborhood bonds and formed clubs that held
occasional picnics for their customers. Some of them also paid commissions to
customers who recruited new buyers for the company. There were also some
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new communities constructed entirely of mail-order houses, including company
towns, boom towns, and mining towns, but overall, the most powerful effect of
the mail-order and self-built suburbs was the dissolution of the older, denser
patterns of settlement, both in physical form and in availability of public transit.
By the 1920s, the automobile, capable of carrying people to new strip shopping
centers, was increasing in popularity.
Between 1929 and 1946, due to the Great Depression and World War II, very
few new houses or new suburbs were built. However, the federal government
became involved in housing, through Herbert Hoover’s efforts (as secretary of
commerce and then as president) to promote home ownership as a big business strategy for economic recovery from the depression. Hoover’s Department
of Commerce supported Better Homes in America, Inc.34 By 1930, this was a
coalition of more than 7,000 local chapters composed of bankers, builders, and
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manufacturers lobbying for government support of private developers’ homebuilding efforts.
Following Hoover, the Roosevelt era saw the establishment of new town
programs in the New Deal, and public housing legislation, but they were never
as inﬂuential. After a federal plan for a model town to house war workers, designed by Eero Saarinen, George How, Louis Kahn, and Oscar Stonorov, was
defeated by the real estate lobby, self-built suburbs grew by default around the
Willow Run plant in Michigan, where Ford produced bombers during World
War II. Similar self-building occurred around naval bases in San Diego.35By the
mid-1940s, builders were busily discrediting public construction of shelter as
“un-American” and promoting government subsidies for private housing development as essential to democracy. Picture Windows, by Rosalyn Baxandall and
Elizabeth Ewen, discusses the heavy lobbying by bankers and builders behind
the hearings on housing dominated by Senator Joseph McCarthy in 1947 and
1948.36 McCarthy developed his “sledgehammer style” while hassling proponents of public housing and planned towns as socialists and communists.
Sitcom Suburbs, 1950
Suburbs of the late 1940s and 1950s were constructed with multiple federal government supports: subsidized mortgages for buyers, subsidized ﬁnancing for developers, and subsidized highways to reach the houses. I call them sitcom suburbs
because these suburbs appeared at the same time as national television programs,
and some houses of this era included television sets built into living-room walls.
Cultural critics such as Lewis Mumford carped at the uniformity, but from the
late 1940s on, vast developments of one-family houses on small lots offered the
cheapest shelter available to white, male-headed families.
Mass-produced sitcom suburbs, created in large numbers for returning veterans, with few community facilities, jobs, or public transit options, resembled
earlier, smaller tracts of the mail-order and self-built suburbs that required commuting by automobile. What was new was their urban scale. The ﬁrst Levittown, for example, totaled about 17,000 houses, or 55,000 people. Lakewood,
California, was even larger. The new developments were produced by far larger
corporations that controlled vast tracts of land, worked with the federal government, and sold basic, small houses to consumers, while describing themselves as
“community builders” because they constructed a few swimming pools or small
commercial centers.37
While the scale and speed of production of such suburbs by nonunion workers suggested the industrial might of postwar America, the designs were nostalgic
Cape Cod cottages or “ranches.”38 Working-class residents were more mixed by
ethnicity and religion than before—Italian American and Polish American and
Russian American, Catholic and Protestant and Jewish—but all white. Racial
segregation, always part of the suburban experience, now was enforced by gov-

What Is Suburbia? 88

ernment loan policies and local bankers’ redlining. So was gender discrimination in lending. The long-term economic effects of racial and gender exclusion
were heightened by the vast scale of new tracts, and by their promotion in mass
culture. Fifty years later, households headed by people of color and women still
lagged behind in their rates of home ownership.
In 1948,William Levitt made his famous comment about male home owners
who were converting attics into spare bedrooms and mowing lawns: “No man
who has a house and lot can be a communist. He has too much to do.” Levittown residents added to their homes, echoing the activity in the self-built suburbs earlier.39 Now, however, there was less ﬂexibility about multiple units and
family types. The three-generation family was split. Older members remained
in inner-city neighborhoods as renters; adult children were scattered into new
suburbs.
In the television sitcoms of the era, only one kind of model family was presented as suitable for one kind of model house.The family had an employed dad,
a stay-at-home mom, and a traditional house on a suburban street in Leave It to
Beaver, Ozzie and Harriet, and Father Knows Best. Recent ﬁlms such as Pleasantville and The Truman Show satirize overly controlled places, neocolonial clapboard
houses, neat lawns framed by picket fences, moms in high heels and dresses
making dinner, and racial exclusion. Television reached all households, even the
families who didn’t get the houses, and because of this, many groups excluded
from the sitcom suburbs of the 1950s, and from the public subsidies that supported them, still saw the house as an emblem of belonging and upward mobility. The sitcom suburb was federal policy, backed by intense corporate lobbying
and reinforced by product placement in sitcoms as well as by thousands of television commercials that used the model house as the setting for all sorts of goods
from detergents to diapers, dishwashers to Dodge cars. The economic goals of
Better Homes in America, Inc., and all of the lobbyists behind McCarthy had
been realized.
Interplay between real estate developers and the makers of sitcoms and movies in this era is fascinating. In Bachelor in Paradise, a bachelor (Bob Hope) heads
for a California tract to write an analysis of its social life, sure he will hate it.
By the end of the ﬁlm, he has married the only single woman within miles
and moved in for good. In Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House, an advertising
executive (Cary Grant) tires of New York and moved his family to an isolated,
custom-built, neocolonial suburban house. During the construction process,
many mistakes are made and Blandings is overcharged for everything.40 (Because
Eric Hodgins wrote for Fortune magazine, it is quite possible his novel, and the
subsequent ﬁlm, were meant to play alongside the McCarthy housing hearings, where private builders stressed the impossibility of making postwar housing with unionized skilled construction workers.) More than seventy model
Blandings “dream houses” were constructed around the country and rafﬂed off
as publicity for the ﬁlm. For example, in Kansas City, the developer J. C. Nichols
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demonstrated he could build the same house for less than Blandings paid. Orders
poured in.
Meanwhile, Hodgins wrote Blanding’s Way, the sequel never ﬁlmed.The hero
gave up commuting and moved his family back to an expensive apartment in
Midtown Manhattan, where Blandings could walk to his job in an ad agency
selling dog food and whisky. Unfortunately, most suburbanites couldn’t afford
this option. They were stuck with the sitcom, which cast them as Mr. Homeowner and Mrs. Consumer. Houses kept getting larger, and many families
tried to move up as they discovered the “mansion subsidy,” tax deductions for
mortgage interest that rose with the cost and size of the house. Estimated at $81
billion in 1994, the mansion subsidy remains larger than the annual budget of
the Department of Housing and Urban Development.41
Edge Nodes, 1960
From the 1960s on, private developers responded to the federally supported infrastructure of interstate highways, and the lack of planned centers, public space,
and public facilities in sitcom suburbs, by large-scale construction of commercial
real estate—the basis of the edge nodes. Malls and ofﬁces sprouted adjacent to
interstate offramps in areas that were hard to locate and often had names like
“intersection of 7 and 84.” Terms such as “outtown” and “edge city” did not explain these places. Perhaps “taxopolis” would have been better. As Tom Hanchett
has shown, these were usually at the edge of the suburban ring because federal
tax policies between 1954 and 1986 offered accelerated depreciation for new
commercial real estate in greenﬁeld locations.42 Developers received huge tax
write-offs for “every type of income-producing structure,” including motels,
fast-food restaurants, ofﬁces, rental apartments, and of course, shopping centers.
As Hanchett notes, “Throughout the mid-1950s, developers had sought locations within growing suburban areas. Now shopping centers began appearing
in the cornﬁelds beyond the edge of existing development.” This lucrative tax
write-off cost the federal government about $750 to $850 million per year in
the late 1960s. Accelerated depreciation also encouraged cheap construction and
discouraged adequate maintenance.
Edge nodes brought the rise of the mall and the destruction of many Main
Streets. Nodes often spilled over into older arterials nearby, where loose zoning
and automotive uses (billboards, fast food, gas stations, auto sales, motels) had
prevailed since the 1920s. Site plans were scaled to the truck or car, never to
the pedestrian. Access by public transit was minimal and routes often reinforced
segregation by race and class.43
Over time, edge nodes added more building types—“category killers” (big-box
discount stores) and “power centers” (groups of big-boxes), plus disguised boxes
and outlet malls trying to look like villages, cineplexes, and megachurches. Building was cheap; depreciation was accelerated; obsolescence was rapid. Less and less
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was local. Businesses were increasingly tied to national or international chains, part
of an expanding global economy, often requiring airport access as well as access
by truck. Warehouselike buildings were dictated by management protocols about
“facilities” having nothing to do with the towns where they operated.44
Although it has become the most visible of American suburban landscapes, the
edge node has few defenders. Those who do speak in its favor, such as Joel Garreau, tend to idealize it as a temporary, rough “frontier” of economic growth.45
The presence of housing in edge nodes was often the result of a developer ﬁlling
in leftover sites with “affordable” housing units. Nearby freeways made many of
them undesirable. Unlike all of the earlier patterns, almost no one chose to call
edge nodes home if there were other residential options. Millions who worked
in edge nodes refused to live in places like Tyson’s Corner,Virginia, or Schaumburg, Illinois, an environment documented by photographer Bob Thrall with
the ironic title, The New American Village.46 Instead, many Americans chose to
drive to residences located even farther away from the old urban centers, on the
rural fringes.47
Rural Fringes, 1990
Sometime early in the twentieth century, starting with the mail-order suburb
and continuing with the sitcom suburb, Americans began to separate the house
from its neighborhood and to idealize the house itself. By the 1990s, consumers were focused on the house. Although jobs had moved to the edge nodes,
cheap gas and subsidized freeways meant that workers could commute outside
these nodes, scattering into the rural areas beyond, creating a new pattern, the
suburbanization of the rural fringe.48 The arrival of digital technologies made it
easier for the two-worker family to arrange to be in a remote location.49 Houses
might include a home ofﬁce for a telecommuting worker. Some might include
two home ofﬁces. Even rural states such as Vermont were affected by fringe development so vast it overpowered small towns and rural landscapes.50 Globally,
afﬂuent Americans consumed a staggering portion of the world’s resources to
sustain larger and larger houses and the patterns of consumption they implied,
with or without the home ofﬁces.
The rural fringe appeared to be a revival of the borderland aesthetic of the
1820s, with its vision of pastoral life in the countryside, supported by digital technologies. By the mid-’80s, many feminists thought that housing and
neighborhood spaces might be transformed by the addition of day care, elderly
care, home ofﬁces, and accessory units. Each of these programmatic changes
responded to women’s increasing involvement in the paid labor force and the
predominance of new family types, including the two-worker family and the
single-parent family, with some greater ﬂexibility than the traditional neighborhood of isolated suburban houses provided. Change did happen in Europe, with
city complexes like the Frauen-Werk-Stadt of Vienna.
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Only a few new American housing projects considered the need for new service elements in multifamily design. Instead, single-family houses got bigger and
farther apart, in response to women’s earnings and lower interest rates, and more
families hired poor women of color as nannies and maids.51 Corporate cleaning
services such as Merry Maids and Maids International paid the minimum wage
while charging about $25 per worker per hour for domestic service. Advocates
of digital technology touted the rural fringe as modern, but its patterns rested
on a Victorian architecture of gender, on low-paid servants or unpaid female
housework and male yard work. It was as old as Downing and Beecher, corsets
and bustles, wing collars and frock coats.
The original borderland was “Lonelyville” to many women, and so is the
new rural fringe. As women have worked outside the home, their social contacts have increased, but children have less contact with parents and husbands
less contact with wives. The nuclear family of the sitcom suburbs fragmented
as American men and women worked very long hours to pay for larger, more
remote houses, and for the cars to reach three acres of former farmland or ﬁve
acres of woods, and a big house. Often huge new houses lacked any design
quality in their arrangements. With “mansionization” came “tear downs.” Older
houses, some of them historic landmarks, were torn down to make way for
houses three or four times larger on existing, desirable sites in rural areas or older
suburban neighborhoods.
A second trend has been to create new enclaves in the fringe: large-scale suburban developments, most of them expensive, some of them gated, some of them
designed in historicist styles according to the codes of “new urbanist” architects
and planners who oppose sprawl. These are greenﬁeld developments, organized
by many of the same large developers who produced more conventional subdivisions in the past. What attracts them to the fringe is the lower cost of land, and
the availability of large amounts of land not under local regulation.
Why have borderland ideas and enclaves lasted? Many pastoral dreams were
revived in the 1950s, as ex-urbanites commuting on special club cars from
towns like Westport, Connecticut, to Madison Avenue looked for ways to sell
television programs and consumer goods to residents of sitcom suburbs.52 The
producers and ad men liked to think of themselves as superior to the residents
of mass-produced sitcom suburbs. The media men thought they were lifestyle pioneers, living two lives at once, having dynamic city jobs and country
homes, cultural stimulation and natural beauty, the best of both worlds, no
compromises. They passed these values on in their work, but their borderland
scenarios always rested on servants or an unpaid stay-at-home mom. The borderland life also rested on belief in access to an endless amount of land, and
to new technologies of transportation and communication to overcome the
friction of distance. With each successive generation and each mile from the
inner city to the outer fringe, it became less tenable socially, ecologically, and
physically.
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Back to Borderlands and Enclaves, or Beyond?
Many of the spatial conventions and social expectations of the nineteenth and
early twentieth centuries remain to the present day, layers tangled in memory,
experience, and manners, as well as in the images of popular culture and the pronouncements of architects and urban planners. In the ﬁrst half of the nineteenth
century, residents, designers, and pattern book writers forged enduring ideals of
romantic houses set in picturesque terrain inhabited by elite, exclusive communities. The ideals were made three-dimensional, ﬁrst for individual families, then
for rich members of enclaves between 1820 and 1860. When suburban houses
were also mass-produced for working families in streetcar buildouts, mail-order
suburbs, and sitcom suburbs, they lost some of their snob appeal. Cultural critics
sneered, but modest houses and yards made ordinary, working-class residents also
feel connected to nature, able to rear their families, and able to form ties with
other suburban residents, despite rather limited natural settings. Because of sweat
equity, very minimal places became more comfortable. While the working-class
patterns are physically spare, they seem far more savvy, recognizing economic
constraints and the multiple connections between home and work.They suggest
how to go beyond the borderland and the enclave, rather than back to them.
Any analysis of the “costs of sprawl” must rest on detailed economic history and substantial knowledge of how the layers of suburban America have
been constructed, as well as how the work of reproduction has been accomplished. Without such historical analysis, it is difﬁcult to weigh the strengths and
weaknesses of new proposals. Architects and developers often suggest that new
enclaves are the best way to solve suburban planning problems, because they
offer the fewest constraints.53 Density in new urbanist enclaves is ﬁne, so are
good proportions and narrow streets, but not privatized gentility, high prices,
and greenﬁeld locations.
Less ﬂashy projects include far more economic savvy, such as Concord Village,
a Hope VI project in Indianapolis, administered by Eugene Jones as the executive
director of the Indianapolis Housing Authority and designed by Clyde Woods
of Indianapolis and Tise, Hurwitz, and Diamond of Boston.54 As part of a broad
local economic development strategy, planners, architects, and organizers trained
small contractors to construct sections of the project, house by house. They
worked at the scale of the streetcar and self-built suburbs in an African American
neighborhood. Instead of contracting the whole project to a large builder, they
taught and enabled very small builders to create new one- and two-family units
to ﬁt in with an existing older neighborhood in scale and streetscape. For the
professionals involved, such as project architects Daniel Glenn and Olon Dotson,
it meant tough, unglamorous work, with lots of organizing. But they recognized
the multiple dimensions of housing as a part of economic production as well as
reproduction. And they recognized the importance of connecting physically to
an existing community.
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The history of American suburbia is the history of the search for the triple
dream, affordable housing, a connection to nature, and a sense of community.
Millions of families got houses and yards, although working-class families have
often had to build their houses, or earn extra cash at home to hold onto them.
Getting a sense of community has been more uncertain. Middle-class community space is often in better supply than working-class community space. But
everywhere, real community is constructed by people, not developers. Designers
can offer public space that supports or constrains community, but there is no
magic connection, no perfect town where architecture makes the better society.
That was an idea of the 1840s, a time when designers also thought the perfect
prison could eliminate crime, and the perfect hospital cure mental illness.
Political Implications
Where there are existing houses (hard won), existing public infrastructure, and
existing community networks (forged over years of propinquity), it makes sense
to nurture and protect older suburbs, to inﬁll and rehabilitate rather than to design again. Communities of activists and voters are essential to this place-based
process. It is time to repair each layer in the dispersed metropolitan landscape and
consider how to deal with each type, remembering that government subsidies
have been distributed unevenly over the decades and some greater equality is
due. The ﬁrst wave of subsidies came from the federal government in the 1940s
and ’50s, for homeowners and residential developers. The second wave of subsidies came from the federal government in the mid-1950s to the 1980s, to support commercial real estate.The third wave, the current transit and infrastructure
subsidies, tracked in Myron Orﬁeld’s Metropolitics, are taxes extracted from lowincome central cities and older suburbs to support new development in afﬂuent
outer suburbs.55 Orﬁeld argues that coalitions must be built at the level of state
government to overcome the deﬁciencies of federal programs and local interests.
He sees change as resulting from long-term political activity. Surely better planning and better design do require a new political framework. The implication is
that planners and architects need to become more active as citizens who have a
strong interest in the political structure that can support better communities.
At the same time, planners and architects can assess the current state of their
technical skills and attitudes about developers as decision makers. Given that
Americans inhabit some fairly unsatisfactory suburban landscapes constructed
during eight decades of developer lobbying and ﬁve decades of developer subsidy, how should professionals in planning and architecture assess the current tools
for ending sprawl through urban design and regional planning? While “smart
growth” has gotten extensive publicity over the last few years, and “sprawl-busting” advice is available from many Web sites, many of the claims made for the
planners’ toolkit are far too broad. In buoyant economic times, it is difﬁcult to
stop the developers’ rush to new commercial and residential real estate. If “smart
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growth” is a slogan, its underlying premise is that massive growth will occur,
while older layers will disappear.This should be questioned.What would it mean
to preserve all of the existing layers, to retroﬁt rather than rebuild?
Similarly, the claims of some new urbanist architects may overstate their ability to create positive change. As William Fulton has asked, is new urbanism hope
or hype?56 Much of what new urbanists advocate can be supported by good
designers everywhere, even those who would deﬁne themselves as modernists,
stylistically. But some new urbanists are architectural determinists who believe
that getting the design right is essential to making society work, refusing to
acknowledge that many people will struggle to create community even in the
most dreary physical settings. And some new urbanists seem to place excessive
trust in complex charters, codes, rules, checklists, and handbooks to keep streets
narrow and roof pitches uniform.57 At times, these rules read like the dogma of
a new religion.
The clients of new urbanists include many large for-proﬁt developers who
can handle the economic burdens of large-scale developments, but recent analyses suggest that these clients often create “hybrids,” accepting new urbanist ideas
piecemeal, following the codes or checklists only when it suits them.58 Other
new urbanists have clients that include city and regional planning authorities.
Peter Calthorpe of California favors transit, and speaks often of energy consumption. Andreas Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk of Florida have done a
very large number of excellent projects. Ray Gindroz of Pittsburgh has made
low-cost housing, but his ﬁrm, Urban Design Associates, also developed the
pattern book for Celebration, Disney’s new town. All of these ﬁrms have to balance new construction against the delicate work of retroﬁtting and rebuilding
existing suburbs, surely because few private clients exist to sponsor suburban
preservation.
There is a need for diverse nonproﬁt clients—public housing agencies,
nonproﬁt developers, environmental organizations, economic development
groups—to support the physical reconstruction of suburbia as well as old centers. Historical analysis of suburban development can provide a ﬁne-grained
analysis of the seven layers of suburbia, making it clear that different kinds of
interventions are useful in different places. The old enclaves may need preservation, but help should be given in exchange for public access and interpretation
of their private parks and natural landscapes. The aging streetcar buildouts, selfbuilt, mail-order, and sitcom suburbs may need transit restored if it has been
disrupted, and green spaces, schools, and social services strengthened or added.
They might welcome tax incentives for owner improvements. In the larger and
more spacious versions of these suburbs, accessory apartments can improve their
ﬂexibility to house smaller families. The edge nodes demonstrate why Americans need to assess developers rather than subsidize them. They cry out for new
landscaping requirements and tough infrastructure assessments to discourage
greenﬁeld development and to promote adaptive reuse by employers and retail-
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ers. And the rural fringe? A growth boundary is one tool some communities are
using to halt sprawl. Requiring dedicated public open space in new subdivisions,
connected to a spine of existing open space, is another. Farmland preservation
is a third. All of these tools are partial; each is more effective when applied in
combination with the others. The whole metropolitan agenda needs to be more
than the sum of the parts.
Sixty percent of Americans live in suburbs, but those suburbs form metropolitan regions. As the conversation about “smart growth” proceeds, programs
to conserve the physical character of older suburban landscapes, to improve the
houses and extend the sense of community, need to be supported by national
and state policy as well as by local initiatives. Complex corporate lobbying efforts over the past seventy-ﬁve years have led to the current conﬁguration of the
cultural landscape, with millions of private houses and relatively few satisfactory
centers of public life. For decades, these lobbyists used political inﬂuence to
shape a private market for shelter based on government subsidies that might have
been better directed toward building public spaces and infrastructure. Builders
like Levitt then falsely marketed basic shelter as community. White male heads
of working-class households beneﬁted, but income tax deductions always subsidized the rich more handsomely than home buyers of modest means. People
of color, female heads of households, and renters got nothing. The tax situation
was compounded by federal policies that recognized the necessity of commercial
development in suburban communities, but provided corporate incentives for
greenﬁeld sites and rapid depreciation. Americans have cherished suburbia in
many of its forms, but feel puzzled and frustrated by its chaotic shape.
With good reason, a new generation hopes to start over. The problem is that
many Americans believe starting over means exerting total design control over
elite enclaves or placing isolated houses on undeveloped land at the fringe. So
what might it really mean to be smarter? Suburbia is the hinge, the connection
between layers past and future, between old inequalities and new possibilities.
In all kinds of existing suburbs, inequalities of gender, class, and race have been
embedded in material form. So have unwise environmental choices. If these are
to be changed, ﬁrst some signiﬁcant preservation, renovation, and inﬁll must
take place on the suburban ground already occupied, as well as in the old city
centers. Directing federal, state, and local subsidies toward the less afﬂuent and
away from major corporations, designing appropriate public transit, and requiring more environmental accountability will be difﬁcult. Activist groups may be
able to mobilize voters’ commitments to existing suburban and urban places in
order to mount sustained political pressure against the real estate-banking-building-automotive lobby that has wielded inﬂuence for the last eighty years. A new
political consensus will be essential to reconﬁguring the American metropolitan
landscape as a place of socially and environmentally responsible development.
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Rebuilding older suburbs: The Burnham Building, Irvington, New York, 2002. This renovated
suburban factory located across from the Irvington railroad station now includes the Irvington
Public Library and 22 units of affordable housing.
Photo by Dolores Hayden.
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3.

The Lure of the Country

Kenneth W. Maddox

The House in the Country
The attitude toward the house in the country changed greatly in the United
States from the time of the Revolution until the early years of the twentieth
century and, as other essays in this volume illustrate, is continually changing
today. In the beginning, the country home was a utilitarian structure standing
alone on a treeless plot, unadorned and unembellished. This is readily apparent
in the comments of the English traveler Isaac Weld, who journeyed through
the eastern United States at the very end of the eighteenth century. He was a
perceptive observer responding to the land not as one of the pioneers who had
carved a homestead out of the wilderness, but as a foreigner awakened to the
aesthetic beauty of a new experience. The area near the Chesapeake Bay he
found especially attractive, whether it was the bold and extensive prospects from
the top of the hills or the wooded valleys with “the waters of some little creek or
rivulet rushing over ledges of rock in a beautiful cascade.”1 Weld’s embracing of
this country’s wild beauty anticipated that of the Hudson River school by over
a quarter of a century. He was amazed that most Americans would “stare with
astonishment” at anyone ﬁnding delight in such a scene; for the settler, he discovered, “the sight of a wheat ﬁeld or a cabbage garden would convey pleasure
far greater than that of the most romantic woodland views.”2
Although Weld admired the “neat country houses” he saw during his travels,
he thought they needed to come closer to the ideals of a wooded English estate.
Americans, he felt, “have an unconquerable aversion to trees,” thus “the man
that can cut down the largest number, and have the ﬁelds about his house most
clear of them, is looked upon as the most industrious citizen, and the one that is
making the greatest improvement in the country.”3 Henry David Thoreau found
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that a similar sentiment prevailed in the nineteenth century, although the trees
had been felled not for ﬁrewood or to make way for the plow but for mercantile
greed. “If a man walk in the woods, for love of them, half of each day,” Thoreau
mused, “he is in danger of being regarded as a loafer; but if he spends his whole
day as a speculator, shearing off those woods and making Earth bald before her
time, he is esteemed an industrious and enterprising citizen.”4
The farmhouse standing starkly alone, removed from natural foliage, was
repellent to Weld’s sensibility. The dwelling needed the shade that trees would
provide, but the ground stripped of trees had not even been replanted with
hedges, as it was felt that they impoverished the land. The ideal Weld sought was
more readily found within popular imagery. Sarah Burns in her book, Pastoral
Inventions, has perceptively analyzed the discrepancy between the reality of the
humble farm dwelling found in the country and the idealized vision of an elegant farmhouse celebrated in the visual arts of nineteenth-century America.
The farmhouse with “not a tree nearer than the orchard, and not a ﬂower at the
door” belied the pastoral imagery of the countryside promulgated in engravings
and lithographs. The elaborate home of the farmer shaded by umbrageous foliage portrayed in the popular arts, especially in the bucolic images of Currier &
Ives, was, in essence, a fantasy of the artist.5
Not until the educated urban citizen escaped from the conﬁnes of the city
and ventured into the rural reaches of America did the way of looking at the land
change. Nathaniel Parker Willis in his proliﬁc writings explored, extolled, and at
times condemned country life. In American Scenery, published in 1840, Willis’s
commentary on the Catskill Mountain House noted that steam travel eliminated the separation between urban living and the country home. “No place
can be rural, in all the virtues of the phrase” (that is, uncorrupted from urban
inﬂuences), he wrote, “where a steamer will take the villager to the city between
noon and night, and bring him back between midnight and morning.”6 Twenty
steamboats a day were depositing on the shore at Catskill 100 to 700 visitors at
a time, many of whom would then journey by stage to the famed resort. Thus,
Willis felt, there was either “no seclusion on the Hudson,” as evident around the
steamboat landings, or, as he found in the more remote areas of the river valley,
so much seclusion “that the conveniences of life are difﬁcult to obtain.”7 Willis
was expressing a theme that would prevail throughout the nineteenth century:
the opposing virtues of urban and country living.
Willis perceptively observed a homogenizing of the landscape along the river.
“There is a suburban look and character about all the villages on the Hudson
which seems out of place among such scenery,” he complained. “They are suburbs; in fact, steam has destroyed the distance between them and the cities.”8
Although Willis’s use of the words “suburbs” and “suburban” seems strikingly
modern, as John R. Stilgoe has pointed out, “suburb” is an old word dating back
at least until the time of Chaucer.9 And in fact, the village of Catskill was conﬁdent in the mid-1830s that by building canal and rail routes, it would become

The Lure of the Country 104

a major port on the Hudson rivaled only by New York. In the future, “a certain
class of [New York’s] people will ﬂow here, both for a transient and a permanent
residence.” While the writer was not maintaining that the village would eventually become a suburb of New York, he was certain that New Yorkers would ﬁnd
“that they could carry on their business in the city, and at the same time provide
a cheaper living for their families in the country.”10
Such gift books as American Scenery, followed later by The Home Book of the
Picturesque in 1852 and culminating with the two-volume Picturesque America,
edited by William Cullen Bryant, in 1872–74 were important publications directing nineteenth-century readers to the inherent values of the American landscape. Essays in both American Scenery and Picturesque America randomly described
urban subjects, popular resorts, and the American wilderness. But their readership was decidedly urban residents, to whom they introduced the values of rural
America.11 American Scenery was of vital importance to Willis’s experience of
country life. It was while traveling with William Bartlett, who was making the
drawings for engravings to illustrate the book, that Willis, writing the letterpress,
discovered an area near the Susquehanna River that prompted his move to the
country. In fall 1837, he purchased a 200-acre farm from a college friend and
began his experience of country living at Glenmary.12 Willis felt that in his “outof-doors life” he was “approaching a degree nearer to Arcadian perfectability.”13
Although Willis was told that the canal and the Erie Railroad would eventually invade his rural recesses, he felt that his “cottage was at a safe remove from
the turmoil of city propinquity. If I am compelled to choose a hearthstone again,
(God knows whether Broadway will not reach bodily to this,) I will employ an
engineer to ﬁnd me a spot, if indeed there be one, which has nothing behind it
or about it, or in its range, which could by any chance make it a thoroughfare.”14
A little over a decade later, in choosing another country retreat, Willis would
radically revise his ideas regarding its convenience to metropolitan life. He praised
his next property as an extension of Broadway.
Willis was not a competent or successful farmer. As an early biographer has
written, “except in literary harvests, his farm did not pay,” and “one suspects that
he grew more ﬂowers of speech than any grosser product from his two hundred
acres.”15 But he viewed his home and its relationship to the land as a work of art
and saw his manipulation of the landscape as an aesthetic creation. It required
both the planting and removal of trees. Signiﬁcantly, Willis’s transformation of
the landscape at Glenmary parallels and at times anticipates Andrew Jackson
Downing’s A Treatise on the Theory and Practice of Landscape Gardening Adapted to
North America, published in 1841, and Victorian Cottage Residences, published in
1842. Both Willis and Downing felt that the roles of the landscape painter and
the landscape gardener were synonymous. Downing wrote that “the harmonious union of buildings and scenery, is a point of taste that appears to be but
little understood in any country; and mainly, we believe, because the architect and the landscape painter are seldom combined in the same person, or are
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seldom consulted together. It is for this reason that we so rarely see a country
residence, or cottage and its grounds, making such a composition as a landscape
painter would choose for his pencil.”16 Willis was not a painter of canvases, but
his descriptions of the framing of the landscape and the nuances of light falling
through the foliage of trees suggest a painter’s eye, and his alteration of the surroundings of Glenmary anticipates the landscapes created around their country
homes by such artists as George Harvey, Albert Bierstadt, Jasper F. Cropsey, and
Frederic Edwin Church.
Willis felt a transcendental awe in regard to planting, a partnership with God
in which the hand of man was of small signiﬁcance: “In planting a tree, (I write
it reverently,) it seems to me working immediately with the divine faculty. Here
are two hundred forest trees set out with my own hand.Yet how little is my part
in the glorious creatures they become!”17 He spent hours contemplating his
land from his “seat under the bridge,” his favorite spot from which to view his
farm. “You may travel through a forest, and look upon these communicants with
the sky, as trees,” he wrote, “but you cannot sit still in a forest, alone, and silent,
without feeling the awe of their presence.”18 He considered his altering of the
wooded terrain surrounding his abode as “forest-sculpture,” and approached it as
would an artist. “It sounds easy enough,” he wrote, “to trim out a wood, and so
it is, if the object be merely to produce butter-nuts, or shade grazing cattle,” yet
to carve out of the living woods an aesthetically satisfying vista requires a greater
sensitivity to the values of nature:
But to thin, and trim, and cut down, judiciously, changing a “wild and warped slip
of wilderness” into a chaste and studious grove, is not done without much study of
the spot, let alone a taste for the sylvan. There are all the many effects of the day’s
light to be observed, how morning throws her shadows, and what protection there
is from noon, and where is ﬂung open an aisle to let in the welcome radiance of
sunset. There is a view of water to be let through, perhaps, at the expense of trees
otherwise ornamental, or an object to hide by shrubbery which is in the way of
an avenue.19

The removal of trees required a stern mentality. It is impossible to imagine,
Willis wrote, “how many difﬁculties of judgement arise, and how often a jury is
wanted to share the responsibility of the irretrievable axe. I am slow to condemn;
and the death-blow to a living tree, however necessary, makes my blood start,
and my judgement half repent.”20 Yet at times he had no qualms: “It is a ﬁne old
trunk, but it shuts out the village spire, and must come down.”21
While Willis is often dismissed as a writer of light commentaries for a popular audience, lacking the sensitivity to nature of either Emerson or Thoreau, his
observations regarding Glenmary are remarkably perceptive.22 Willis’s molding
of his environment into an aesthetic creation anticipated Downing’s pronouncement that “the Beautiful, embodied in a home scene” is attained “by the removal

The Lure of the Country 106

or concealment of everything uncouth and discordant, and by the introduction
and preservation of forms pleasing in their expression, their outlines, and their
ﬁtness for the abode of man.”23
Implicit in Willis’s letters from Glenmary, but more emphatically proclaimed
by Downing, was the idea that country life awakened the ﬁner sentiments in
man’s nature. Downing felt that in the country house or villa, “amid the serenity
and peace of sylvan scenes, surrounded by the perennial freshness of nature . . .
we should look for the happiest social and moral development of our people.”
“Happy is he who lives this life of a cultivated mind in the country!,” he wrote,
addressing the wealthy in America who could afford to build a country villa.24
But even the working man would beneﬁt from living in a humble rural dwelling. “When smiling lawns and tasteful cottages begin to embellish a country,”
Downing declared, “we know that order and culture are established,” and “it is
the solitude and freedom of the family home in the country which constantly
preserves the purity of the nation, and invigorates its intellectual powers.”25
Willis gave up his country retreat when ﬁnancial conditions forced him to
sell Glenmary in 1842. But by 1850, Willis and his family returned to country
living, boarding at the farmhouse of Mrs. Sutherland at Cornwall in the Hudson
Highlands. Boarding houses were often the ﬁrst rural outposts for city residents.
Willis was so enamored with the area that in the fall he purchased 50 acres on
the Highland Terrace, a 10-square-mile plain, 120 feet above the river. After he
returned from a stay in the tropics and his doctor warned that to remain in New
York City would endanger his health, he decided to make this parcel, Idlewild,
his permanent abode. His previous retreat to Glenmary and now the move to
Idlewild had been motivated by a search for a more restorative climate,26 and
the Highlands offered “a peculiarly salutary and invigorating air.”27 The virtues
of country living were succinctly stated in an adage frequently found in nineteenth-century schoolbooks: “The city for wealth, the country for health.”28
Willis wrote glowingly of the area in his essay in The Home Book of the Picturesque, published by George P. Putnam in 1852, a year before he began to shape
his property. The Home Book, dedicated to Asher B. Durand, president of the National Academy of Design, and illustrated with engravings of paintings by artists
of the Hudson River school, celebrated the picturesque beauties of the American landscape. The lead essay was by the Reverend Elias L. Magoon, whose collection of European and American paintings would become the nucleus of the
Vassar College Art Gallery collection.29 Magoon eulogized the moral value of
nature, which awakened the faculties to a perception of the beautiful and sublime. He predicted The Home Book would have “an import of the highest order.
The diversiﬁed landscapes of our country exert no slight inﬂuence in creating
our character as individuals, and in conﬁrming our destiny as a nation.”30 He
found that “traces of the divinity most abound in localities apart from throngs
of mankind, where one can best establish the equilibrium of the soul by that of
solitude,” and that “nature sheds much of a supernatural inﬂuence around the
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superior souls, constituted in harmony with herself.”31 As with Downing, the
idea of place was synonymous with morality.
Willis’s essay in The Home Book emphatically proclaimed that the Hudson
Highlands was the ideal location for a country home for New York residents.
Modern rail transportation had made different parts of the country as accessible as different parts of the town, so a revolutionary change would occur in
suburban living: “homes in the country and lodgings in town, instead of homes in town
and lodgings in the country.”32 Henry Hudson Holly, in Picturesque Country Seats,
written in 1863, also pointedly observed that although objections to living in the
country were predicated upon commuting time, “it actually requires but little
more to reach a country place twenty miles from town than to go from an ofﬁce in Wall Street to a residence in the upper part of the city.”33 While today we
do not consider the Highlands within easy commuting distance, Willis saw it as
“Nature’s Northern Gate to New-York City,” part of an enormous megalopolis:
“The Hudson, as far as West Point,” he felt, “will be but a ﬁfty-mile extension of
Broadway. The riverbanks will have become a suburban avenue—a long street
of villas, whose busiest resident will be content that the City Hall is within an
hour of his door.”34 Willis conveniently overlooked that this homogeneity was
the very transformation he had criticized twelve years before in American Scenery,
in towns along the Hudson linked by the steamboat.
Willis felt that the Highlands offered a “new era of outer life,” combining the
advantages of both town and country. His experience at Glenmary had taught
him that there was a tyranny in the conﬁning environment of a small village;
being too far in the country was “a dangerous as well as unpleasant removal from
liberalizing and generalizing inﬂuences.”35 Living in the Highlands allowed one
to enjoy the advantages of nature, while partaking of the cultural activities of the
city: “Broadway is within reach—shops and picture-galleries, lions and lectures,
calls and confectionery, friends and fashions, dust, dandies and omnibuses—all
within the goings and comings of a day.”36 Willis’s alliterative list of advantages
and disadvantages of city life made an important point—as attractive as country
life might be, the city offered amenities not to be found in rural settings. Ralph
Waldo Emerson, in his essay “Culture,” ironically contrasted the amusements
afforded by city and country life, but obviously preferred the latter. In town,
he wrote, were “the swimming-school, the gymnasium, the dancing-master, the
shooting-gallery, opera, theatre, and panorama,” and in the country, “solitude and
reading, manly labor, cheap living, and his old shoes, moors for game, hills for
geology, and groves for devotion.”37 Willis was convinced that in the Highlands,
one could conjoin the best of both lifestyles.
On the other hand, Willis stressed (the italics are his) that the Highlands was
“beyond suburban distance from New York.” The statement is puzzling until clariﬁed
Title page, The Home Book of the Picturesque (New York: Putnam, 1852).
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, INV.7757.
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Thomas Prichard Rossiter, House on the Hudson, 1852, oil on canvas. (See color plate.)
Collection of Logan D. Delany Jr.

by his next sentence: “What may be under stood as ‘Cockney annoyances’ will
not reach it.”38 Willis was referring to the underclass, immigrant population of
New York City. A home in the Highlands would be sufﬁciently remote to be beyond corruption by undesirable elements, the possible overﬂow of a lower-class
urban population migrating to the suburbs. Willis also emphasized the wealth of
his neighbors. The Highlands was removed from the uncouth laborers working
in New York, yet it was close enough to the city that he could partake of its
advantages.
In 1853 Willis began to transform Idlewild. The architect Calvert Vaux designed his house, but Willis himself carefully supervised many of the details.Vaux
noted that he “seemed to take more interest in accommodating the house to the
fancies of the genius of the place than to any other part of the arrangement.”
The windows looked upon “extensive views of the river and mountain scenery
. . . each view being a separate picture set in a frame of unfading foliage.” The
house “on the very edge of a precipitous ascent . . . seem[ed] to peer over the
topmost branches of the dark pines, and to command the whole valley below.”39
Willis also began laying out roads and paths, cutting vistas through trees, building
stone walls and bridges, damming streams and joining two brooks to form one,
and even creating a 20-foot-high waterfall. Signiﬁcantly, when he collected his
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North-east View, Idlewild, Residence of N. P. Willis, engraving in Calvert Vaux, Villas and Cottages
(New York: Harper & Brothers, Publisher, 1857), p. 246.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, INV. 3633.

“Letters” that had appeared in the Home Journal, publishing them as Out-Doors at
Idlewild in 1855, he subtitled the volume, “The Shaping of a Home on the Banks
of the Hudson,” thus recalling his earlier description, “Forest Sculpture,” which
he used for Glenmary. Susan Cooper, the daughter of James Fenimore Cooper,
indirectly took Willis to task for such manipulations of the landscape in her essay, “A Dissolving View,” contributed to The Home Book. Although she felt that
“the hand of man generally improves a landscape,” she questioned whether man
is justiﬁed in going beyond cultivation: “The earth has been given to him, and
his presence in Eden is natural; he gives life and spirit to the garden. It is only
when he endeavors to rise above his true part of laborer and husbandman, when
he assumes the character of creator, and piles you up hills, pumps you up a river,
scatters stones, or sprinkles cascades, that he is apt to fail.”40
Willis’s descriptions of the environment he was able to create on his property
were even more rapturous than his portrayal of Glenmary. But he now admitted
a drawback to planting trees. An aging man, he was reluctant to allow the slow
progress of natural growth to provide the umbrage that he desired. Since the
Highlands was already covered with a luxurious secondary growth of pines and
hemlocks, he elected to place his dwelling not overlooking the most scenic vista,
but where foliage would already surround it. “I have been two years moulding
Idlewild into a home,” he lamented, “and have not yet set out a tree.” His letter
ended, however, with renewed determination: “But I will try to-morrow. Trees
should be growing here and there at Idlewild—whether or not I shall be here to
see them in their beauty.”41
Willis’s planning of the landscape was again methodical, with an acute sensitivity to the nuances of the natural environment:
To place the columns of a temple and let angels build the roof, might be thought
to realize the Millenium which we all hope to come back and see—but it is very
much the experience of one who clears a wood of underbrush in the winter, and
then sees it leafed over in June. I daily walk through an avenue which we cleared
in December last, and feel as if I had been helped by a miracle. It is an aisle under a
dome of emerald. An atmosphere so dim with contemplative shadows, yet so living
with the ﬂecks of light, made tremulous with the stirring leaves, seems to me an
outdoing of Gothic windows and painted glass. So to contrive beauty and exercise
power—to begin a work which is so followed up and completed by Nature—is as
good as to be a king and build a cathedral.42

While residing at Idlewild, Willis noticed a difference between the city
dweller who decided to make the country his permanent residence and the city
resident who elected to make it his summer home. The Highland Terrace was
for the summer visitor simply a place to bring the family for a change of air, for
the beautiful scenery, and because lodging could be obtained in farm boarding houses very cheaply. There was “no gaieties except pic-nic-ing and horse-
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back riding, and no champagne or ‘fashion,’ except what you bring with you.”
Therefore, half the population of the area dropped away with the appearance of
autumn foliage and did not return until the onset of “violets and strawberries.”43
Often, as George William Curtis points out, city residents merely transferred
all the negative qualities of urban life to the country. “For none more than the
Americans,” he wrote, “make it a principle to desert the city, and none less than
Americans know how to dispense with it. So we compromise by taking the city
with us, and the country gently laughs us to scorn.”44 A gulf obviously existed
between the summer visitor and the year-round resident in many rural retreats.
Henry Hudson Holly also realized that simply changing one’s abode was not
sufﬁcient; one must also change one’s lifestyle. The urban dweller should “seek
the repose of a genuine country home”—not just be a summer visitor to a rural
area or watering hole—and should enjoy “those remedies which nature provides
with a lavish but never-failing hand.”45 Washington Irving, living at Sunnyside,
the modest cottage that had been modiﬁed by George Harvey, felt that rural life
provided a different existence. The mild climate allowed him to “live more out
of doors, and in a more free and unceremonious style.” He wrote of the spirited
camaraderie among his well-to-do neighbors, of the picnic parties in wooded
inland valleys and on the banks of the Hudson. He described to his sister in 1840
the delight of “these picturesque assemblages . . . with gay groups on the grass
under the trees; carriages glistening through the woods; a yacht with ﬂapping
sails and ﬂuttering streamers anchored . . . and rowboats plying to and from it,
ﬁlled with lady passengers.”46 Removed from the more rigid strictures of the
city, Irving found that country life allowed him to be part of his natural surroundings. John Henry Hill’s watercolor, celebrating the genteel life, shows that
at times even the lawn of Sunnyside was invaded by picnickers.
Willis was pleased with the wealth and prestige of his neighbors in the Highlands, an area that attracted both the well-to-do and the creative. “Downing, one
of our most eminent horticulturists, resides here,” Willis wrote, “and Powell, one
of the most enterprising of our men of wealth; and, along one of the high acclivities of the Terrace, are the beautiful country seats of Durand, our ﬁrst landscape
painter; Miller, . . . Verplanck, Sands, and many others whose taste in grounds
and improvements adds beauty to the river drive.”47 An important reason that
Highland Terrace attracted such wealthy country estates,Willis believed, was that
it would soon become the center of two great transportation thoroughfares. An
east-west route from Boston, linked by ferry to the Erie Railroad and connecting
to Lake Erie, would intersect with the north-south route of the Hudson River
Railroad. Albany and New York, Boston and Buffalo, would “be four points, all
within reach of an easy excursion.”48 What Willis touted as an advantage of living in the Highlands actually forced Asher B. Durand from his summer retreat, a
home he was planning to turn into a permanent residence.49 The Boston route
was to connect to the Erie by a branch line, and as the artist’s son relates, the
banks of the stream meandering through his property were wanted for a railroad.
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John Henry Hill, Sunnyside with Picknickers, 1878, watercolor on paper. (See color plate.)
Collection of Historic Hudson Valley, Tarrytown, NY, gift in memory of Mrs. John. D, Rockefeller, Jr. by her
children, SS 79.4.

“The ground was turned up; fever-and-ague made its appearance, drove him
from his country retreat, and obliged him to resume his annual search for the
picturesque in the undisturbed wilderness.”50
The year before Willis began to board in the Highlands, he also made excursions to Greenwood Lake and the Ramapo Valley. Willis had nothing but praise
for the rail journey to Greenwood Lake, with its “unparalleled beauty of scenery,”
but was upset that his hotel there was set “at a long distance from any shade.”51
And, not surprisingly, he felt that the Ramapo Valley was “a suburb of New
York,” and called it “an Eden within reach—this little Switzerland within two hours
of Broadway.”52 “The Ramapo valley,” he wrote, “is really one of Nature’s loveliest
caprices,” and he predicted that “its divine pictures will, one day, be made classic
by pen and pencil.”53 Willis appears to have been unaware that the beauty of the
area had been described by Frank Forester in 1830, although his popular book,
The Warwick Woodlands, was not published until 1850, and portrayed in the paintings of Jasper F. Cropsey since the 1840s.54 But not until the 1870s would the
valley be penetrated by the railroad from Montclair, New Jersey, and carloads of
excursionists deposited upon the shores of Greenwood Lake.55
After living in England from 1856 to 1863, Jasper F. Cropsey, unhappy with
England’s support of the Confederacy, returned to America. His paintings were
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well received in New York, and in 1865 he reached the pinnacle of his ﬁnancial
success in this country. In 1867 he began to build a summer home, Aladdin, near
Warwick, New York, not far from Greenwood Lake and the Ramapo Valley. A
reporter for the New York Evening Mail visiting Cropsey’s country villa in 1875
remarked that even the names of the rail stations—Hawthorne, Ridgewood,
Hohokus, Mahwah, Ramapo, Greenwood, Monroe, and Oxford—suggested
“rural felicity, with no mosquitoes, plenty of delicious berries, sweet cream,
meadows of buttercups and emerald green shade, cool breezes and sound sleep,”
an exuberant, idealized embrace of country living that could only be made by a
city dweller. “The entire route,” the writer noted, “is lined with miniature ponds,
dashing waterfalls, deep glens, lofty mountains, ﬁne old woods and cosy cottages,” the last reference obviously conjuring up Andrew Jackson Downing.56
Cropsey’s Aladdin was one of three great country estates built by Hudson
River school artists in the nineteenth century. It was ﬁnished in 1869, 4 years
after Alfred Bierstadt’s 35-room Malkasten, near Tarrytown in Westchester
Mr. Cropsey’s House from the South Side, engraving after a painting by Jasper F. Cropsey, in William
H. Forman, “Jasper Francis Cropsey, N.A.” Manhattan 3 (April 1884): 880.
Photograph courtesy The Newington-Cropsey Foundation, Hastings-on-Hudson, NY.

115 The Lure of the Country

County, but preceded Frederic Edwin Church’s magniﬁcent Olana of more
than 40 rooms, designed by Calvert Vaux, the architect of Willis’s Idelwild, and
constructed near Hudson, New York from 1870 to 1872. Aladdin, containing
29 rooms, was the smallest, but was the only home designed entirely by the
artist himself. As the Evening Mail writer observed, “the ideal home of an artist
should approximate an earthy paradise, with full exempliﬁcations of household
taste, in the midst of beautiful surrounding natural scenery.”57 “High up among
the Wawayanda Hills,” another writer reported, Cropsey’s Aladdin stood alone
against the sky, “quietly asserting its beauty without the aid of creeping vines or
shadowing trees. Graceful and grand it stood, a monument of beauty reared by
these worshippers [the artist and his wife] of the beautiful.”58 The design of the
house exempliﬁes Downing’s description of “picturesque villas” built by “men
of imagination”: “country houses with high roofs, steep gables, unsymmetrical
and capricious forms.”59 Aladdin contained a reception room, drawing room,
billiard room—declared by George Pullman to be the “handsomest room of its
kind in America,” a conservatory ﬁlled with exotic ferns and plants, and a 30foot-square studio, with a ceiling almost 30 feet at its highest point and a large
north window that extended from ﬂoor to ceiling. Much of the furniture in the
home and many of its decorative details were also designed by the artist.60 To
enter the drawing room, one journalist effusively reported, is “like passing into
fairyland”:
The wonderfully delicate carpets, the rosy curtains, the golden crystal lights, the
exquisite ﬁreplace, the silken cushions, and, above all, the great landscape, seen
through the window northward, and the east and west views reﬂected in the mirrors arranged for that purpose, all give you an idea of luxury and vastness, such as
one ﬁnds rarely but in dreams.61

The grounds were terraced with beds of ﬂowers and shrubs and decorated
with vases full of blossoming plants, fulﬁlling Downing’s proposals regarding
terracing and reﬂecting Cropsey’s experiences of English gardens.62 Beyond the
terraces there was even a lawn for croquet, covered by an awning in the summer that was supported by rustic posts intertwined by ﬂowering vines.63 While
Cropsey’s planting of trees is not documented, near the site of his home are species not indigenous to the area that were surely the result of his labor.64
Westchester County
Shortly after traveling to Greenwood Lake and the Ramapo Valley, Willis visited
a friend in Westchester. This writer who extolled country living was dismayed
by what he saw. His 5-page letter lamented the lack of felicity in a landscape
of estates that showed only the trappings of wealth. And strangely, although
he considered the Highlands and the Ramapo Valley as simply an extension
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of Broadway, he found the 16-mile commute from Manhattan to Westchester
interminably long and tedious. He expected a 40-minute journey, but with no
unusual delays, it took an hour and 50 minutes. Willis did not enjoy the view of
the dusty lots between Twenty-seventh Street and Harlem, a result of the mania
of real estate speculation that swept the nation in 1835. While New York City
had a population of only a quarter million at the time, enough house lots were
laid out to support a population of 2 million.The bubble burst with the ﬁnancial
Panic of 1837.
Upon reaching Westchester and away from the tracks of the railroad, Willis found that the “miles upon miles of unmitigated prosperity” still wearied
the eye. In this “region of ‘country seats’—no poor people’s abodes, or other
humble belongings [were] anywhere visible.”Westchester, he felt, needed “a dash
of wretchedness to make it quite the thing.” “Does no rich man’s house,” he
asked, “show to advantage without a laborer’s cottage in the back-ground?” This
was a rather strange pronouncement from a writer who extolled the Highlands
as remote from “Cockney annoyances.” The ostentatious display of wealth particularly dismayed him: “Lawns and park-gates, groves and verandahs, ornamental woods and neat walls, trim hedges and well-placed shrubberies, ﬁne houses
and large stables, neat gravel-walks and nobody on them—are notes upon one
chord, and they certainly seemed to me to make a dull tune of Westchester.”65
His remarks might well have been directed to the gated communities of the
twentieth century. It was the note of pretense—the “gravel-walks and nobody
on them”—that alienated Willis. Such country estates would have pleased Isaac
Weld, as they were obviously based upon the gardens he enjoyed. But to Willis,
who preferred to carve a country home out of natural surroundings, they represented the artiﬁcial qualities of suburban existence. John Stilgoe has observed
that Willis’s negative view of Westchester came from his discovery that this new
spatial creation was overwhelming—“not simply overlaying—an older spatial
order, a creation that had driven away the poor folk, the farmers.”66 Westchester
was not country estates isolated within a rural environment, but what country
living in the outer reaches, apart from the city, was destined to become: a wealthy
suburb veneered with uniformity and sameness. Willis again appears prophetic
in sensing the beginnings of what would be known in the twentieth century as
urban sprawl.
In the early 1870s a writer for William Cullen Bryant’s Picturesque America noticed a marked difference between the land on the western banks of the Hudson
and that on the eastern shore—a difference that underscores Willis’s displeasure
with Westchester. West of the Palisades, he observed, “lies the quietest farming
country, with its people leading simple, uneventful, pastoral lives” unaffected
by their close proximity to Manhattan. “But on the eastern side” (Westchester
County), the author continued, “in the places along the banks of the river, in
every kind of dwelling, from great country-seat to smallest suburban cottage, is
found a class utterly different.” He was disturbed that these residents spent most
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of their day “in town,” engaged in the frenzied mercantile activity of the city, and
that in the evening they brought the “bustle of their town-life” to the country.
Yet, although wealthy businessmen had transferred the stress of the city to the
countryside, he was forced to reluctantly admit they were still able to enjoy the
healthful beneﬁts of their rural surroundings.67 But the commuter brought to
the country a different set of values. As Willis, Curtis, and Holly had previously
observed, something similar happened when summer vacationers journeyed to
rural areas. The fact that these interlopers were now the majority of residents in
Westchester certainly added to Willis’s distaste.
Travelers earlier in the nineteenth century had had entirely different perceptions, although admittedly they did not journey through Westchester County
by railroad but viewed it from the sailing vessels or steamboats of the Hudson.
They praised its gentle, bucolic landscape. In 1831, the acerbic English critic of
America, Frances Trollope, remarked that in Westchester, “woods, lawns, pastures
. . . all meet the eye in rapid succession.”68 The undulating vistas of the county
also attracted writer James Kirk Paulding, who had observed three years earlier
that the eastern banks of the river presented “mingled woods, and meadows,
and fertile ﬁelds, animated with all the living emblems of industry; cattle, sheep,
waving ﬁelds of grain, and whistling ploughmen.”69 While Paulding’s description
conjures up rural bliss, by the end of the century other “emblems of industry,”
factories and smoking chimneys, would dominate.
The railroad was partly responsible for the image of Westchester as a “leafy
enclave for the well-to-do,” because commutation rates, as Kenneth T. Jackson
has pointed out, were too high for most wage earners.70 Those people were
what Willis described as “Cockney annoyances.” By 1843, the New York and
New Haven Railroad passed through Westchester along the Long Island Sound
en route to New Haven, Connecticut. The New York and Harlem Railroad was
completed to White Plains in 1844 and to Croton Falls by 1847, amid predictions that by 1860 the line would be “nearly one continuous village.”71 The
Hudson River Railroad stretched as far north as Peekskill by 1848 and was completed to Albany by 1851. And in 1881, the New York and Northern Railroad
was completed from New York to Brewster. One English writer wrote at midcentury that suburban villas were “springing up like mushrooms on spots which
ﬁve years ago were part of the dense and tangled forest; and the value of property
everywhere, but especially along the various lines of railroad, has increased in a
ratio almost incredible.”72 The railroad not only changed the face of Westchester
but also preserved agriculture as a viable enterprise in an area plagued by stony
land and suffering from soil exhaustion. Originally, wheat was a major crop—the
name Tarrytown derives from the Dutch, Tarwe dorp, or “wheat town.” By the
building of the Erie Canal in 1825, wheat growing had shifted to the more fertile and spacious lands of the Midwest and Plains states. Sheep raising became
an important enterprise for river towns along the Hudson from 1825 to 1850.73
After mid-century, dairy farming became the major agricultural industry: the
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Jasper F. Cropsey, Apple Blossoms along the Hudson River, 1894, oil on canvas. (See color plate.)
Courtesy of Hirchl & Adler Galleries, New York, NY.

hilly, stony terrain was adaptable for pastures and the milk trains provided swift
access to the large urban markets of Boston and New York. Thus, agriculture
remained vital for the county, although the size of the farms decreased dramatically. Hay cultivation was also important, not only for local consumption but also
for feeding the enormous equine population of New York City. And throughout
the century, picturesque orchards dotted the countryside, although widespread
theft and vandalism by the urban populace and pollution from brickyards made
fruit crops less proﬁtable for the growers.74
The orchards nevertheless lent great beauty to the county landscape. Andrew
Jackson Downing euphorically described them as “the most perfect union of the
useful and the beautiful that the earth knows. Trees full of soft foliage; blossoms
fresh with spring beauty; and, ﬁnally,—fruit, rich, bloom-dusted, melting, and
luscious—such are the treasures of the orchard and the garden.”75 During one
typical season when the trees were in bloom, New Yorkers were urged to leave
the city “over any of the suburban railroads” and enjoy the “cloud of fragrant
blossoms delighting the senses. The eye is charmed with gorgeous landscapes
while breezes laden with odors . . . help one’s imagination to soar into etherial
[sic] heights.”76 Edward Gay in Mount Vernon and Jasper F. Cropsey in Hastingson-Hudson depicted the ﬂowering orchards near their homes. Cropsey’s granddaughter recalled that “a most beautiful sight were the apple blossoms which
could be seen in the spring time in the Old Rowley orchard” just south of
Cropsey’s homestead.77
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John Ludlow Morton, View of Hastings-on-Hudson, 1856, oil on canvas. (See color plate.)
Anonymous collection.

John Ludlow Morton’s 1856 painting, View of Hastings-on-Hudson, is a revealing document of Westchester County at mid-century. It shows that the penetration of the railroad, which precipitated the invasion of the wealthy, had not really
altered the rural landscape, which still retained considerable pictorial charm.
Morton is a neglected ﬁgure in American art scholarship, although he was an
active participant in the New York art world. He served as the ﬁrst secretary of
the National Academy of Design, and his circle of friends included Samuel F. B.
Morse, Asher B. Durand, Thomas Cole, and George Harvey. Morton was also
a gentlemen farmer who, according to William Dunlap, an early biographer of
American artists, was “happily situated in point of fortune, his time is divided
between the arts and agricultural pursuits on the banks of the Hudson,” at his
New Windsor farm.78
Much of the terrain in Morton’s painting, including the large body of water
on the left side of his composition, cannot be identiﬁed. Hastings-on-Hudson,
although hidden from view—the distant Palisades identify its location—had
at the time a thousand inhabitants, and was characterized a few years later by
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T. Addison Richards as a “pretty village, which is growing in strength and grace
under the smiles of the country-loving people of the city.”79 “For despite the
metropolitan proximity of the place,” he noted, “its rural aspect is as excellent as
though no such highways as the Hudson and its railroad touched its threshold.”80
In the right foreground of the composition is a simple farmhouse, unadorned
by leafy foliage, which would have dismayed Isaac Weld. In the center, a barn,
partly hidden by trees, stands in isolation, its starkness recalling a factory more
than Currier & Ives’s concept of the bountiful farm. On the other hand, its
simple, blocklike structure is not the “slovenly farm” that John Stilgoe has found
characteristic of Westchester County.81 In the extreme foreground, cattle and
milkmaids on the left are balanced by a number of sheep on the right, carefully
juxtaposed groupings that reﬂect the agricultural balance in Westchester in 1856.
Shortly, however, the raising of sheep would decline precipitously as the country
switched to dairy farming.82
The enduring pastoral character of Westchester, as seen in Morton’s painting,
and its easy accessibility by rail—Willis’s objections aside—attracted numerous
artists from New York City to explore the county’s gentle hills and vales. Especially for the painters inﬂuenced by the French Barbizon school, Westchester’s
rural charm could easily be substituted for the rustic beauty of the Forest of
Fontainebleau.83 Well over a thousand Westchester landscapes identiﬁable by title, and probably thousands more depicting the county, were painted during the
last half of the nineteenth century.84 Frequently, the artists ignored the majestic
beauty of the Hudson extolled by earlier painters and portrayed instead the less
spectacular Bronx or Sawmill rivers. Even though Willis had found the Bronx “a
lovely little river” that was “very little celebrated,” he complained that “private
grounds enclose its banks wherever they looked inviting. . . . The poor river
[was] aristocratically fenced up.”85 Artists found it more readily accessible. Scores
of paintings, most notably by Edward Gay, Sanford Robinson Gifford, and David
Johnson, but also by more than thirty other artists, depicted the Bronx River in
the nineteenth century.
Westchester also attracted, as Willis had observed, men of substantial income.
In 1836 both Thomas Cole and Freeman Hunt had predicted that the banks of
the Hudson would soon be populated with the estates of the wealthy.86 Willis’s
Idlewild and the homes of his neighbors were beginning to fulﬁll this prophecy
on the Highland Terrace at mid-century, but not until the last half of the century, when castles, villas, and Gothic mansions were built in Westchester, did the
estates begin to proliferate along the east side of the Hudson. John B. Trevor’s
Glenview, now part of The Hudson River Museum, and to the north Christian
H. Lilienthal’s Belvoir, William F. Cochran’s Duncraggan, and John T. Waring’s
Greystone, designed by John Davis Hatch, were just a few of the mansions built.
Greystone, which with ninety-nine rooms easily surpassed the mansions built
by the Hudson River artists, was subsequently owned by Samuel J. Tilden and
Samuel Untermyer. Farther north were James Jennings McComb’s Estherwood;

121 The Lure of the Country

John Williamson, Tappan Zee from Lilienthal’s, 1871, oil on canvas. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Miss Harriet McDonald and the Family of Robert Parkhill
Getty, 1941 (by exchange), 59.21.1.

Albert Bierstadt’s Malkasten—Irving’s Sunnyside was nestled nearby; and Lyndhurst. Finally, in the Pocantico Hills, John David Rockefeller Senior began purchasing land in 1893 that eventually totaled several thousand acres for his estate
called Kykuit.87
Many of the wealthy who lived in Westchester were also great collectors of
art. Tarrytown alone attracted such important patrons as Robert Hoe, William
H. Aspinwall, and W. H. Webb. Hoe, whose family had revolutionized printing,
was a gentleman farmer interested in the scientiﬁc breeding of livestock and
horticulture. He regularly invited artists to his home—one painter, recording a
December visit, noted that he “spent a very pleasant day there going about his
place, had a nice lunch at his house, and came home in the afternoon bringing
a beautiful basket of ﬂowers from his greenhouse.”88 Although the shipbuilder
W. H. Webb had sold his painting collection from his New York townhouse in
1876, he commissioned Jasper F. Cropsey to design his home in Westchester, built
around 1887. After its completion Cropsey not only painted a “house portrait”
of Webb’s residence, Waldheim, but also, when a conservatory was added to the
house a year later, was commissioned to include it in a companion painting.89
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Artists’ Homes in Westchester
A number of artists also decided to live in Westchester County. The English artist George Harvey, ﬂeeing the unhealthy climate of New York, bought property
in Hastings in 1834, after he had become ill from the rigors of his miniature
practice in the city.90 “Country air and exercise being recommended me, I purchased a tract of land on the majestic Hudson; built a cottage after my own plan,
amused myself by laying out grounds; and gained health and strength by the
employment.”91 Harvey’s home, Woodbank, built from marble from a quarry
on his property, was Elizabethan in style, with eaves trimmed with bargeboards
and walls punctuated by Gothic window arches.92 While laying out the elaborate grounds, which included gardens, terraces, an arbor, and a beach, Harvey
began “to notice and study the ever-varying atmospheric effects of this beautiful
climate” along the Hudson. “I undertook to illustrate them by my pencil,” he
wrote, “and thus almost accidentally commenced a set of Atmospherical Landscapes.”93 One of his watercolors concerned with the tonal effects of light and
atmosphere, Afternoon—Hastings Landing, Palisades Rocks in Shadow, N.Y., shows
an arcadian view of the Hastings waterfront. In 1835, Harvey assisted Washington Irving in remodeling Sunnyside from an original square Dutch stone house
into a quaint dwelling, which Downing described as “partaking somewhat of
the English cottage mode, but retaining strongly-marked symptoms of its Dutch
origins.”94
Albert Bierstadt was the only artist to build a great country estate in
Westchester. He discovered a spectacular site looking toward the Tappan Zee,
not far from Irving’s Sunnyside, on which he decided to construct an imposing
35-room mansion that he called Malkasten.The house was designed by the artist
with the aid of Jacob Wrey Mould, who had worked for Calvert Vaux. Among
his neighbors were John C. Frémont, a friend and patron, and George Merritt,
who purchased the property now known as Lyndhurst from Philip R. Paulding in 1864 and may have suggested to Bierstadt the site for the painter’s new
home.95 Lyndhurst was subsequently acquired by Jay Gould in 1880.
Bierstadt’s picturesque villa, built in 1865 of bluestone gneiss, rose 4 stories
and was topped by a mansard roof crowned with decorative grillwork. From each
room, a porch, a balcony, or windows offered magniﬁcent views of the Hudson.
Three large sliding doors, 15 feet wide and reaching from ﬂoor to ceiling, were
placed in the north, east, and south walls of his 30- by 60-foot studio. The doors
were equipped with windows allowing the artist to look upon the lawn of his
estate, thus melding the interior with his exterior surroundings. Decorating the
walls were trophies brought back from western journeys. On the grounds were
fruit trees, vegetable gardens, and rows of raspberry and blackberry bushes.96
The sister of Bierstadt’s wife described the active social life of Westchester
County that the couple enjoyed. “We had a gay life there—in Albert’s and
Rose’s ﬁne house,” she recalled. “What tales of pleasures it could tell—of bright

123 The Lure of the Country

George Harvey, Afternoon—Hastings Landing, Palisades Rocks in Shadow, New York, c. 1836;
watercolor, gouache, graphite. (See color plate.)
Collection of The New-York Historical Society, 1952.140.

[opposite] Residence of Albert Bierdstadt, Esq., engraving from Art Journal, 1876.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, INV.2273.

entertainments, clever people, beautiful women, talented men—artists, authors,
poets.”97 Such social life continued in Westchester through the 1880s and ’90s.
Jennie Prince Black, whose father rented Malkasten from Bierstadt in the 1870s
after the artist had returned to New York, found a whirlwind of amusements
occurring both within and outside the conﬁnes of the house. “Days and nights,”
she wrote, “teemed with social activity—in the ball room, the drawing room,
the tennis court and the golf course. Even bowling, archery, croquet and the
bicycle were very much in vogue and, above all, they loved to ride and drive.”98
Malkasten burned to the ground in 1882; the artist, although not in residence,
was still the owner. Cropsey’s Aladdin perished in a ﬁre nine years after his death.
Both spectacular blazes were described as lighting up the evening sky for miles
around.99
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Edward B. Gay, The Artist’s Home, 1876, oil on canvas. (See color plate.)
Collection of John E. and Anne W. Linville.

More modest homes in Westchester were occupied by the painters Edward
Gay and Jasper F. Cropsey. In 1850 the New York Industrial Home Association
No. 1 purchased 5 farms east of where the New York Central and New Haven
railroads came together in Westchester County. Within 2 years the farms were
divided into lots for 300 homes, creating Mount Vernon. Rather than moving
into the newer suburban development, Edward Gay, leaving New York City in
1870, purchased the house that had stood on the old Dusenberry farm, one of
the properties acquired by the association. Compared to Bierstadt’s, his home
was certainly humble, although the original narrow house had been extended
and Gay was able to adapt one of the larger rooms with northern light for a
studio.100 More important than the interior of the house were its surroundings,
which the artist recorded in several paintings. Besides a kitchen garden, there
were pear trees, grapevines, and climbing roses. Gay also leased two adjacent lots;
the lot to the north contained great pear trees that were carefully pruned so as
not to obstruct the light to his studio windows. Gay’s surroundings perfectly
characterized Downing’s requirements for a cottage residence: “the pretty
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Ever Rest, Cropsey home and studio, Hastings-on-Hudson.
Courtesy The Newington-Cropsey Foundation, Hastings-on-Hudson, NY.

garden, or the neat, or picturesque orchard immediately surrounds the house;
and the sylvan embellishments are comprised in a few single ornamental trees,
or at most in a few groups of the same.”101 A lengthy description by the artist’s
wife shows how residents of Westchester, even with modest means, were able to
shape their surrounding environment into a blossoming oasis:
The air, heavy with the odor of honeysuckle, is the charm that has set me dreaming
of the Mount Vernon garden. Over our piazza these July days the rich vine riots,
its golden pipes distilling honey of fragrance for each passerby. . . . One long path
leads to the back gate which leads no whither but has a clump of hollyhocks, faint
yellow hollyhocks in stately bloom to guard it. The carriageway wanders under an
arch of syringa, curving around the southwest sides to our little chalet of a stable.
Over its roof the grapevine is full of fruit. My rows of beans, of peas, and of corn
give us something for every day. The long wing kitchen looks out on a trellised
dooryard. At the door an old-fashioned single June rose is fair with its last ﬂowers. I
remember gathering baskets of roses from that same vine the ﬁrst June so long ago
when I came to Mount Vernon.102

In Mount Vernon, Gay could experience rural living while being only 12 miles
by rail from Manhattan; he “felt himself still a New Yorker, and still in the center
of the art world.”103
After selling his summer home, Aladdin, Cropsey relinquished his studio in
the Sherwood Building in Manhattan and moved to Hastings-on-Hudson by
June 1885. It is not known why he selected a town he was unfamiliar with, but
whose beautiful surroundings had enticed Harvey to settle there. A large number
of artists in the nineteenth century, including Asher B. Durand, Samuel Colman,
George Inness, George Herbert McCord, and Frederic Rondel, also painted in
the area. Interestingly, Cropsey’s ﬁrst drawings and paintings done at Hastings
were not of the majestic Hudson but recorded its more mundane industrial waterfront, although he was also attracted by the nearby Sawmill River, known by
its Indian name, Nepperhan.
The convenience of rail transportation was undoubtedly a factor prompting
Cropsey’s move to Hastings. His home on the banks of the Hudson, which he
called Ever Rest, looked not only across to one of the more spectacular sections
of the Palisades but also down to the tracks of the Hudson River Railroad.While
Holly lamented that often in choosing a site for a home,“a ﬁne view and romantic scenery seem to be secondary considerations to other and less elevated advantages, such as neighbors, proximity to railway stations, &c.,” Cropsey’s home, less
than a ﬁfteen-minute walk to the train station, provided both a beautiful vista
and convenient transportation.104 Like Edward Gay, Cropsey realized his location
allowed him to remain an active participant in the New York art scene while
living in a more rural area. He was surrounded by such attractive scenery that he
felt little occasion to travel, “except, perhaps some excursions up and down the
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Florine Stettheimer, Picnic at Bedford Hills, 1918, oil on canvas. (See color plate.)
Collection of Pennsylvania Academy of Fine Arts, Philadelphia, gift of Ettie Stettheimer.

River.”105 One such trip was described in a letter written to a patron in 1899.
“Some seasons ago ‘In the Mellow autumn Time’ I took the Railway here at my
station; and journeyed along up the River about 50 miles—to Peekskill, where I
left the train; and after rambling about, and getting upon the high ground, I came
upon this beautiful spot—which seemed to me like an Enchanted Land.”106
Cropsey’s Downing-type cottage, purchased in 1885, was not far from the
property owned by Harvey. The house had been built by William Saunders, an
industrialist who owned the Axle, Brass and Iron Turning Factory on the waterfront. Ever Rest was situated on about 3½ acres of land, which separated it
from the more recently built homes of the laborers employed in the factories
along the river. Cropsey added to the north side of the house a studio of his own
design, probably in 1887, and a grape arbor on the south side.107
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Compared to Aladdin and to Bierstadt’s country home, which was less than
ﬁfteen minutes by rail north of Hastings, Cropsey’s homestead, like Gay’s at
Mount Vernon, was relatively unpretentious. Although he no longer had the
ﬁnancial means to greatly shape his environment, Cropsey availed himself of
what nature offered, frequently painting views from the windows of his home
or from its adjacent grounds. But even in his last years, living in his small cottage
in impoverished circumstances, the artist and his family were able to maintain
three servants, the minimum required, according to Downing, for an elaborate
country villa.108
The changes in Westchester County were gradual as it moved into the twentieth century. Because of its proximity to New York City, it was already the epitome of suburban living. Its landscape became less regal, but only a little less rural
in the more remote areas. One Westchester resident, recalling the past, remarked
that the grounds where she once hunted with hounds had been “long since
planted with suburban kitchen gardens and clothespoles.”109The adjustment suggests more a change of status of the newly arrived suburbanites than an extreme
alteration of the environment. Even in 1904, the novelist Rupert Hughes saw
Westchester as a place of “hills and vales and the pleasant country places,” where
one could encounter the “rural life de luxe.”110 Florine Stettheimer’s painting Picnic at Bedford Hills shows Hughes’s farm and includes the ﬁgures of the artist, her
sister, Ettie, the sculptor Elie Nadelman, and the Dadaist artist Marcel Duchamp.
In the distance beyond this assemblage of early twentieth-century modernists is
a tableau of farmers who are actively engaged in the harvest. Willis’s complaints
aside, Westchester had not yet lost its rustic charm.
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4.

Glenview
Chapters in the Life of a Suburban Estate

Laura L. Vookles

In northwestern Yonkers, overlooking the Hudson River, stands Glenview, a 26room High Victorian mansion completed in 1877 and occupied by the John
Bond Trevor family until 1922.1 During those 45 years, Westchester County
completely transformed and Yonkers, incorporated as a city in 1872, changed in
character from a village to a suburb and then to an urban center. Glenview is an
intriguing case study in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century suburban
development in Westchester, because its history spans the transition from the
building of large estates to their division into small lots for middle-class homes.
Most of the other grand neighborhood mansions of Glenview’s era have been
demolished. The house was built before Westchester’s and Yonkers’s suburban
real estate boom of the 1880s and ’90s, and before the New York and Northern Railroad (later called the Putnam Division) and the trolleys, which aided
that development. To look at Glenview as a suburban house and the Trevors as
suburbanites requires a determined methodology. From the start, Glenview has
been called a mansion, and Trevor was undoubtedly a wealthy man, yet much
of what came to be regarded as the suburban ideal was emulation, on a more
modest scale, of the homes and lifestyles of people just like him. In helping point
the way to the late nineteenth-century suburban explosion, at least in Yonkers,
Glenview and the Trevor family were poised between the country house era and
a suburban lifestyle. The country life ideal—deﬁned here as expressed through
land ownership, creation of a house as a pastoral retreat, and outdoor recreation—became encoded as the crux of this suburban dream. Compared to more
rural areas, modern suburbs were interdependent with an urban job market
and a transportation network to allow daily access to work. A relationship with
controlled nature, a house whose architecture and surroundings capitalized on
this, an urban-rural connection reﬂected in frequent commuting—all of these
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Glenview, engraving in J. Thomas Scharf, History of Westchester County (Philadelphia: L. E. Preston
& Co., 1886), 2:77 (detail). Glenview was one of 12 Yonkers homes illustrated in what has become
a standard reference book on Westchester County history. Charles Clinton, best known as the
architect of the Seventh Regiment Armory in New York City, designed the mansion, which
features elaborate interior woodwork and decorative painting in the Eastlake style.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Edwin C. Mott, 24.144.

were features of the Trevors’s lives as well as cornerstones of suburbanism. The
desirability of raising children in such a place and the conspicuous consumption
involved in making all these things happen were shared by wealthy families and
their middle-class followers, only differing in degree.Thus, Glenview’s existence,
at that location, and its owner, John Trevor, inﬂuenced the development of the
surrounding middle-class neighborhood in a number of ways.
According to the local newspapers, the fact that Glenview was seen as a
“showplace” beautifying the northwest corner of Yonkers made it a neighborhood anchor and magnet for more modest middle-class home owners. Much
open land was available between Warburton Avenue and North Broadway, and
several references over the years note the prestige of building a house in Glenview’s immediate vicinity.2 Though the James B. Colgate estate lay to the south
and the Frederick Eschmann mansion to the north was built as late as 1901,
mostly smaller suburban homes grew up around it. This middle-class neighborhood, which mushroomed between 1880 and 1920, ultimately contributed to
the family’s abandonment of Glenview after Mrs. Trevor’s death in 1922.
A Large Number of the Inhabitants Are
Employed in New York City 3
John Bond Trevor (1822–90), a native Philadelphian, was by the 1850s a Wall
Street banker and stockbroker who lived at various East Side residences from
Fourteenth Street to Union Square.4 He moved to northwestern Yonkers in
1861, at the time of his ﬁrst marriage, to embrace suburban life near the Ravine
Avenue home of his business partner, James B. Colgate (1818–1904).5 Colgate’s
7-acre estate, Chestnut Grove, overlooked the Hudson River and was bounded
on the north by Glenwood Avenue. Trevor and his bride, Louisa Stewart, moved
into a large, early Victorian home at the northwest corner of Ravine and Glenwood. Known in the 1860s as Edgewater, the house was renamed Seven Pines
in the 1890s.6 Louisa Trevor died in 1867, leaving Trevor with a young son,
Henry (1865–1937). He built Glenview for his second wife, Emily Norwood
(1842–22), and they moved only one block north to the new house in August
1877 with their two daughters, Henry, and several servants. Given that Trevor
stayed in the same neighborhood and that Edgewater’s lot was less than 2 acres,
compared to Glenview’s 23, it is clear that he had intended not to relocate but
to acquire a larger piece of property and create a more up-to-date house for
himself. He hired Charles Clinton (1838–1910), whose 56 Wall Street ofﬁce was
close to his own, to design the house. New York City and Philadelphia craftsmen executed the decorative painting and woodwork, while local builders and
tradesmen completed the construction work, painting, and plumbing.
In classifying John Trevor as a suburbanite, the inference that he would have
been a commuter is key.7 The family spent about three quarters of the year at
Glenview, from April or May through December; and Trevor surely went to his
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Emily Norwood Trevor, c. 1915.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Mr. John Bond Trevor Jr., 84.5.

[right] John B. Trevor, engraving in Scharf, History of Westchester County; 2:76.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Edwin C. Mott, 24.144.

40 Wall Street ofﬁce on a regular, if perhaps not daily, basis. There is no evidence
that he maintained alternate city quarters, other than during the winter. Just
three years after Trevor moved to Westchester, The Yonkers Statesman described
the busy daily commuting scene in downtown Yonkers: “It is a goodly sight to
see the crowds pouring down to the [railroad] cars and boats in the morning and
returning in the evening, to look upon the grand array of ﬁne equipages that
take them or await their coming.”8
Yonkers had four train stations on the Hudson River Rail Road, including
the small Glenwood Station at Point Street, only two blocks from Glenview’s
south gate. The ﬁrst Grand Central Terminal was built at its current location in
1871, and by the 1880s commuters represented a large enough percentage of
New York Central’s ridership that the railroad organized fees and schedules to
accommodate their needs. An elaborate price structure for commuters featured
booklets of detachable tickets at a savings of up to 60 percent off the regular 30cent fare to Yonkers and Glenwood. The number of tickets in a monthly packet,
enough for a 6-day work week, suggests a population of middle-class commuters,
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Thomas Hill, Glenwood Station, 1882, oil on cardboard. The station was originally at Point Street
and moved to Glenwood Avenue as part of the early twentieth-century electriﬁcation of the
commuter portions of the Hudson River Railroad. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Mr. John Stevenson Watt, 29.189.

not just wealthy bankers like Trevor.9 In 1881, the downtown Yonkers station
had 6 morning trains between 7 and 9:03 a.m., including an 8:30 express, and 6
evening trains between 4:35 and 7:15, with 3 expresses.10 On 3 morning trains,
passengers could still change at Spuyten Duyvil and ride down the west side of
Manhattan to Thirtieth Street; from there, they could catch 3 connecting trains
back, starting at 4 p.m. By that time, other commuters lived in the neighborhood,
and real estate advertisements, such as a brochure for Glenwood Heights, made it
clear that this section of Yonkers area was an ideal area for commuters.11
Splendid Relics of the Primeval Forest 12
Nothing tells the story of the Trevors’ life in the suburbs more completely than
their relationship with the landscape of their estate and of Westchester County.
If John Trevor had not always been a passionate horticulturalist, he certainly
became one in Yonkers. When he still lived in New York City, he noted in a letter to the University of Rochester that the Colgates were preparing to move to
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Yonkers and “beginning to embellish their country residence preparatory to an
April ﬂight from this ‘busy haunt of man.’”13
Two years later, in 1861, Trevor purchased Edgewater. The Hudson River
view was spectacular, but from his windows he could also see the tree-dotted
meadows of the 220-acre Shonnard Estate on the north side of the village line.
His own lots on the other side of Ravine Avenue, where he built greenhouses
and stables, adjoined that mostly undeveloped land, which had been owned by
3 generations of Shonnards, starting in 1820.14 Trevor and Edward Shonnard
shared an interest in harness racing and became acquainted, with Shonnard once
winning a county fair race driving Trevor’s horses.15
When Yonkers incorporated as a city in 1872, it encompassed the northern
and eastern boundaries of the Town of Yonkers, which had been in existence
since the end of the Revolutionary War.16 This change boded well for the development of upper Warburton Avenue, as the city might be expected to extend
sewers and gas lines and improve roadways in areas previously outside the much
smaller village limits. Only a few years later, a real estate map shows the riverside
Shonnard acres divided into 36 lots, mostly one-half acre, as well as 17 smaller
lots across Warburton Avenue. The brief text at the top foreshadowed the tenor
and selling points of most future suburban real estate promotions:
This property is situated in the most attractive and accessible part of the City of
Yonkers, a few hundred feet from the Railway Stations and Steamboat Landing,
located immediately on the Hudson, it has uninterrupted views, both North and
South, of the ﬁnest scenery of the River. The topography of the ground is such,
that the villas, when constructed, will not interfere with each other in any manner,
while the gradual descent to the River secures a perfect system of drainage. The
city of Yonkers is lighted with Gas and supplied with water, has churches of all denominations, and the best of schools. It is 15 miles from the City Hall [New York],
and hourly trains connect it with New York, thus combining all the advantages of
the city with the charms of the country.

This document is likely what prompted Trevor to purchase the property from
his neighbor for $150,000 in January 1876.17 Though the purchase included a
“second parcel” that basically amounted to offshore land rights, his estate was cut
off from the river by the Hudson River Railroad tracks. The proximity of the
railroad could have been viewed as a drawback to the locale, in terms of noise
and smoke. A spark from a passing train had actually started a ﬁre on the property
the year before.18
Aspiration to control a large estate seems to have been a prime motivator for
Trevor, because the partitioned real estate map shows that he could have bought
fewer acres if he had so desired.The article announcing the real estate transaction
noted that Trevor was planning to “build a ﬁne residence for himself” (author’s
emphasis), and it is tempting to read into this statement a reference both to the
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Shonnard Park at Yonkers, Estate of E. F. Shonnard, Esq., c. 1875, map by Egbert Viele, civil and
topographical engineer, and L. W. Welcke & Bro. Photo-lithographers.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, 29.132 b.

Shonnard Map’s proposed division of the parcel and to the newsworthiness of
Trevor’s not making the purchase as a developer. It may be that none of the other
Shonnard land between Warburton Avenue and North Broadway was for sale
at the time, but it is still interesting that Trevor purchased land directly on the
river when the trend in northwest Yonkers was to build uphill on fashionable
Broadway, and if wealthy enough, to protect the view with ownership all the
way to the river. Greystone, built in 1868 along that section of Broadway for hat
manufacturer John T.Waring, was the largest and grandest home in Yonkers.19 Yet
Trevor, having lived on Ravine Avenue for over ten years, may have preferred
not to move his horticultural buildings and stables and to stay close to his business partner and Glenwood Station. Unquestionably, the new property did have
beautiful vistas and a tall rise for siting the house. He had the gates to his new
estate placed at Ravine Avenue, the most direct route to the depot, rather than
on the unpaved and as yet unimproved Warburton.
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John Trevor was already somewhat of a public ﬁgure in Yonkers when he
purchased his land, having built the Warburton Avenue Baptist Church and being a featured speaker at and organizer of local Republican Central Committee
meetings.20 Details of his land purchase and construction of the mansion were
reported at length in the local papers, the Statesman and The Yonkers Gazette.
In an article that appeared just before the Trevor family moved into the completed house, a Statesman reporter wrote: “The land consists of grove and lawns,
is gracefully undulating, and from various points presents superb views up and
down the Hudson, and of the stately Palisades.”21
Trevor’s obituary in The Yonkers Statesman notes that as soon as he acquired
his estate, he “at once began to improve the land.” Not content with an ordinary
commuter’s yard and garden, he fashioned himself as a sort of country squire
or gentleman farmer, creating “naturalistically” landscaped grounds and ﬂower
beds around the house, as well as growing fruits and vegetables. He was aided in
these endeavors for fourteen years by John Wifﬂer, a German immigrant and his
exact contemporary, who had been his gardener since 1863. Wifﬂer lived with
his family in the estate’s superintendent’s cottage.22
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View of Glenview drive with greenhouse and superintendent’s cottage, c. 1886.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, bequest from the Colgate estate, 37.46 C.

[opposite] Glenview, c. 1877. Featuring planting bags for laying out the ﬂower beds, this

photograph is the oldest known image of Glenview.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, INV.0127.

Pure Air, Plenty of Play Room and the Educational
Influence of Natural Beauty 23
In the 1880s, when Westchester’s ﬁrst real suburban real estate boom was gathering momentum, numerous articles and advertisements appeared in the Yonkers
papers to entice individual commuters or investors.24 For the individual buyer,
the healthful beneﬁts of suburban living were the number one hook. Trevor had
made this choice 20 years before, and his children grew up with a great love
of outdoor recreation. When the family moved into Glenview, Henry, Mary
(1871–1900), and Emily (1874–1943) were 12, 6, and 3, and a fourth child, John
Bond Trevor Jr., was born in 1878. In addition to playing and taking walks and
pony rides on the estate grounds, they ventured out into Westchester when older
for bicycling, golf, and tennis. Like other homes along the Hudson’s shores in
Westchester County, Glenview has always had an intimate and profound connection to the river—one that was very much appreciated by its residents. Sons
Henry and John both became avid yachtsmen. Daughter Emily liked to sit or
walk on the “piazza,” as she called the west porch facing the river. From there,
she and other family members may have watched the crew races of the Palisade
Boat Club, which used to start at the south line of the Glenview estate and race
north one mile to the club’s boathouse.25
The Really Palatial Residence of John B. Trevor 26
In painting the picture of Glenview as a suburban house, one could compare
it architecturally to Trevor’s previous home, Edgewater; to other Yonkers or
Westchester mansions; or to stylish New York City houses of the era. Edgewater
was a three-story brick house built in the 1840s with arched windows, a mansard
roof, and a short tower. Napoleon Sarony, the famous New York City photographer, purchased and enlarged the house in the 1850s.27 Its lot took up half the
short block from Glenwood Avenue to the southern line of the Shonnard Estate. In 1876 the 23-year-old house was deﬁnitely suburban, in terms of its yard
size and neighborhood surroundings, but it was not an estate like the Colgates’
Chestnut Grove across Glenwood Avenue. Colgate had either rebuilt or extensively renovated his home in 1871, and the new interiors featured furnishings by
the prestigious Herter Brothers of New York City.28
The ﬁnancial panic of 1873 punctuated the intervening years between the
construction at Chestnut Grove and the building of Glenview. Though Rosemont was built on North Broadway near the upper boundary of the city in 1875,
Yonkers building industries were suffering. Local newspaper articles document
the slow recovery from the ensuing depression: “There are some new houses
going up, but on the whole the building business is remarkably dull, and many
mechanics are out of work. Several new houses are in contemplation, but there
is a disposition to wait for better times.”29 In 1876 and 1877, Trevor’s ongoing
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John Bond Trevor Jr., c. 1882.
Collection of Dr. and Mrs. Thomas Spurr Morse.

[below] Mary and Emily Trevor with Lispenard

Stewart, on the Glenview grounds. From the
scrapbook of Emily Trevor, vol. 1.
Private collection.

Residence of James B. Colgate from Scharf, History of Westchester County, 2:79 (detail).
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Edwin C. Mott, 24.144.

project garnered lengthy coverage in The Yonkers Gazette and The Yonkers Statesman. The Gazette, in discussing “Palatial Residences” being built, began with the
words: “In our beautiful city, despite the stringency of the times, there are quite a
number of houses in course of erection . . . most of them of modest pretensions,
while several are being ﬁnished in elaborate style.”30
The beneﬁcial impact of Glenview’s construction on the local economy and
its symbolism of better times ahead may be two reasons it merited such detailed
attention. Both newspapers pointed out that Trevor patronized Yonkers contractors: J. & G. Stewart for stonework and masonry, S. F. Quick for carpentry, and
J. J. Coffey for plumbing and gas ﬁttings. The Statesman placed their names near
the beginning of the article and before those of the nonlocal architect and craftsmen.31 Stewart and Quick were responsible for many buildings in Yonkers and
had also been employed by Colgate. Coincidentally, the same issue of the Gazette
notes in the personal column that Quick and James Stewart had both visited the
Philadelphia Centennial Exhibition, where they would have seen the most current styles of architecture and decorative arts, as well as the latest in mechanical
household systems.
Some Grounds Around Them . . . Will Usually
Modify Their Plan 32
As with country houses, the availability of land in the suburbs meant not only
that homes could have landscaped yards or even estate grounds but also that the
building footprint could be expansive and unconstrained. Suburban ﬂoor plans
could be organized for aesthetic preference and convenience. By contrast, the
high cost of land in many cities meant that even elaborate houses were ingeniously wedged into a rectangular grid, on long, thin lots with 25- or 30-foot
frontages. The contiguous side walls of these urban homes precluded windows
along the long axis. In New York, one could have had a façade approaching the
width of Glenview’s only by building on two lots or a corner.
Glenview faces south toward Ravine Avenue and downtown Yonkers and is
on the highest point in the property, particularly critical as the land was close
to the river. Charles Clinton and Trevor must have given its position on the lot
primary consideration, in terms of this approach, but even more important, in
terms of the views from inside: “By standing in the bay window at the north end
of the dining room, one can look through the sitting room and library, beyond
which the Hudson appears as a beautiful picture.”33 This quote from the Statesman is a reminder of how connected nature and art were at the time. The experience of landscape art might substitute for an experience of nature and vice
versa. Thus the views from the house were planned carefully by the architect,
enhanced by the gardener’s art, and seen as if a painting. A similar contemporary
claim was made about the John E. Williams house in Irvington: “Each window
is indeed the frame of a picture in which Nature expresses herself and obviates
the greatest master’s art.”34
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Glenview Mansion, south façade, c. 1895, Bonnaudtype. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Mr. Bronson Trevor, 1984, INV.6533.

The impressive exterior of Glenview stood out against the landscape rather
than integrating itself into its surroundings. In plan and elevation more or less a
cube, this Italianate holdover is varied with a secondary tower on the river side,
with mansard dormers and with asymmetrically placed bay windows reﬂecting
an interior plan with the parlor and sitting room placed cross-axis. The fact that
the Gazette calls it old English and the Statesman compares it to a French chateau
says as much about the eclecticism of the era as about Clinton.The rough-hewn
stonework adds to a feeling of grandeur and makes one wonder if Trevor might
have pointed out nearby Greystone or Rosemont, as most of the residences
Clinton had previously designed had been urban.35 There are other similarities
with Greystone, which was designed by John Davis Hatch. While much larger
than Glenview, the mansion also featured a tower at the entrance and a great
hall with an encaustic tile ﬂoor.36 These elements were popular at the time, and
Clinton used a similar tower one year later at the Seventh Regiment Armory, at
Park Avenue and Sixth-sixth Street in New York City.
In Victorian America, the hallmarks of country and suburban houses in any
style were porches, at the time called piazzas or verandas.37 Glenview had two
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prominent ones: the front included a porte cochere for the debarcation of guests,
and a long side porch extended along the entire west façade, looking out to the
river.38 A porch was a practical as well as symbolic link between a house and its
setting, an architectural extension into the landscape met by nature reaching in.
In hot weather, this intermediary area between indoors and outdoors provided
valued shade, which not only made sitting outside more comfortable but also
provided some insulation for the interior rooms. The implied relaxation and
recreation of the residents of a home with porches suggested the luxury of leisure time. At Glenview, there was ample porch furniture testifying to use of the
piazzas. The 1922 auction inventory listed three porch rockers with footstools,
three wicker armchairs, and three wicker tables.39
Inside the house, Clinton followed a typical suburban ﬂoor plan of parlor
on the right and library on the left of the entrance hall, with dining room and
kitchen at back. An urban house, such as the one later purchased by Mrs. Trevor
on West Thirty-seventh Street, stretched these rooms in one line along a narrow
hall, with the kitchen in the basement.40 One notable feature of the suburban
luxury of space was that it enabled the kitchen to be on the main ﬂoor. At the
back of Glenview’s ﬁrst ﬂoor, the dining room and the kitchen were connected
by a butler’s pantry, so that service took place without encroaching on the public
areas of the house.
Glenview’s hall was planned as a great hall with a ﬁreplace. A vestibule between it and the front door protected it from the elements and ensured family
members’ privacy when the front door was opened. The latter was of primary
concern to architects and furniture advisors.41 One objection to a large hall was
that unless it became useful, it was wasted space, and yet if used as an extra room,
there was an added need for some degree of privacy not necessarily present in
a traditional corridor. The amount and type of furniture, including upholstered
pieces, in Glenview’s great hall suggest it was in daily use and not simply a passageway.
Placing the less used parlor and billiard room on the street side allowed Clinton to give the main family rooms—library, sitting room, and dining room—the
river view. The former were generally less used, and, during evening entertainments, scenery was not an issue. Including the billiard room with the ﬁrst-ﬂoor
public rooms indicates who may have been playing and when, but nothing
deﬁnite is known of its use in the early years of the house other than that it was
designed for that function.
The family rooms were laid out in a line and connected by large openings
with pocket doors. In the center, Clinton put the sitting room with a French
door in the round bay opening onto a porch. The presence of a patent recliner
and deeply tufted “Turkish” chairs in the sitting room, a rocking chair in the
library, and, even in the more formal parlor, another rocker and an upholstered
lounge suggests that Glenview was furnished with opportunities for relaxation.
Yet at the time, women were not meant to be seen reclining, nor would their
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corsets allow it.42 Though lounges had become popular additions to parlor sets
and the etiquette of comfort was evolving, these types of furniture were still
mainly intended for men or invalids, so the chairs may have been used mainly by
Mr.Trevor.43 A period photograph of the sitting room with a view to the library
shows the shelves of both rooms packed with books and one of the layered rugs
crossing the pocket door runner, suggesting the rooms were rarely divided.44 The
image is one of relative informality and comfort.
Upstairs, on both ﬂoors, the largest rooms were also those facing the river.
Mrs. Trevor may have always occupied the room she used in the early twentieth
century. It was the choicest bedroom: the southwest corner room, overlooking
not only the river but also the entire estate. Only a few years after Glenview
was built, Clarence Cook, author of The House Beautiful, praised sunny southern
exposures as the ideal location for bedrooms and bemoaned the relative lack of
opportunity for this in New York City townhouses.45 Around 1912, Mrs. Trevor
also had a sleeping porch built for herself off of this room. John Trevor may have
had the adjoining center room, or the one at the north, if the former were perhaps used as a sitting room.46
The third ﬂoor was only reachable via the narrow back stair, signifying it
was not part of the grand area of the house. The nursery was located on this
level in the 1870s and ’80s, as were the servants’ rooms. In the twentieth century,
the ﬂoor was used only by servants. The attic was one more ﬂight up the back
stairs. Curiously, the many-windowed front tower could only be reached via
this behind-the-scenes route. Perhaps the feature was more for exterior effect
than admiration of the view, which, in the 1870s, was less blocked by trees at the
lower levels.47
All the Aesthetic Qualities and Conveniences
of Modern Architecture 48
The suburban consumerism John Trevor exhibited in his choice of contractors
did not extend to Glenview’s design and decor. The mansion was the furthest
thing possible from any sort of rustic summer cottage. In an era when, in a
city like Yonkers, only the wealthy were likely to employ professional architects,
Trevor brought in an architect and decorative painters from New York City and
a cabinetmaker from Philadelphia. Leissner and Louis completed the ornate ceiling stencils, and Daniel Pabst created the mantels, the dining room sideboard,
and likely most of the other woodwork in the house. The result was not only
a home with a dramatic location and a convenient ﬂoor plan but also the very
latest in interior decoration and furnishings. Examination of an original photogravure of the Glenview parlor reveals that it was equally as high style as many
of the ﬁnest residences of New York City, such as the contemporaneous Edward
N. Dickerson house on East Thirty-fourth Street, built by McKim, Mead and
Bigelow (1877–79).49 Glenview’s interiors reﬂected the pervasive inﬂuence of
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Glenview Sitting Room, Looking into the Ebony Library, from Homes on the Hudson, c. 1886, Artotype
photogravure by Edward Bierstadt. Edward was the brother of Hudson River School painter and
Westchester resident Albert Bierstadt. The book also featured an exterior view of Glenview.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Mr. and Mrs. John Bond Trevor Jr., 73.6.1.

Glenview Drawing Room/Parlor, c. 1885, photogravure. While not appearing in Edward Bierstadt’s
Homes on the Hudson, this image and the next ﬁgure are clearly related to the project.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Mr. & Mrs. John B. Trevor Jr., 73.6.2.

Charles Locke Eastlake and his book Hints on Household Taste (London, 1868).
Many Americans would not even be aware of the Eastlake-style furniture and
decorations that, along with other English innovations, ushered in the American Aesthetic movement, until the 1876 Centennial Exhibition in Philadelphia.
Since ground was broken for Glenview the same month the exhibition opened,
its design and furnishings can be seen as forward looking. Daniel Pabst won a
medal for a sideboard at the exhibition, and this recognition may be how Trevor
or Charles Clinton, who himself had exhibited there, came to commission his
work for Glenview.50
The very large Axminster carpet in the parlor is the one item that seems likely to have been purchased, or at least made, locally.This type of machine-loomed
carpet was the specialty of the Alexander Smith Carpet Company, which had
factories on Nepperhan Avenue in central Yonkers.
One practical advantage to building a house from the ground up, an opportunity more likely in developing suburbs, is the chance to incorporate the
latest innovations in heating, plumbing, and appliances. Glenview’s modern conveniences and comforts included central heating by means of two Hyslop’s furnaces, ample gas lighting, modern toilets, and indoor running water, thanks to a
large water tank in the attic. There were two original second-ﬂoor bathrooms,
apparently one on the west and one on the east. A hand-operated dumbwaiter
served the second and third ﬂoors, and the kitchen was “supplied with every
modern improvement.”51 Of course, this was not really to make Mrs. Trevor’s
life more convenient, as over the years the family employed from ﬁve to eleven
servants at a time.52 When the house was ﬁrst built, a series of four small windows set high in the east wall of the kitchen assisted in ventilation. Keeping the
smells of cooking away from the rest of the house was a high priority for house
planners and homemakers of the day; thus the door between the front and back
hall was more than just a privacy feature.
Glenwood, a Suburb of Yonkers 53
The social and recreational pursuits of John Trevor and his family in Yonkers can
be seen on one hand as typical of the country house era, fulﬁlling a presuburban
English concept of the “gentleman farmer” and noblesse oblige community involvement. On the other hand, particularly in terms of commuting habits, their
lifestyle can be characterized as suburban. The former attitude comes through
in Emily’s diaries, where she referred to Glenview as being in the “country”
and to downtown Yonkers as the “village.”54 The Trevors were involved philanthropically with the local community but mostly socialized with friends from
other Westchester and Riverdale estates and upper-class guests from New York.
The residential years of the house can be divided roughly into three main periods: 1877–1890, when Mr. Trevor was alive and the children were growing up;
1891–1909, when Mrs. Trevor, Emily, and John were living in the house, up to
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John’s wedding and encompassing the period of Emily’s diaries; and 1910–1922,
when Mrs. Trevor lived at the house with Emily and was visited by grandchildren, about which most information comes from the recollections of grandson
John Bond Trevor Jr. Throughout all these years, the family usually wintered in
New York City.55
During the 1870s and ’80s, John Trevor worked on Wall Street with his partner and neighbor James Colgate. The Glenwood station was walking distance,
or a very short carriage ride.56 Trevor could have traveled to Wall Street from
Grand Central or the Thirtieth Street station via a private carriage, a cab, or
possibly even a streetcar.Though the latter seems unlikely for a man in his position, there is documentation of his 11-year-old son John riding the Broadway
streetcar.57
His son John wrote of visitors coming to Glenview for professional advice,
but when at leisure in Yonkers,Trevor was devoted to living like a country squire.
He enjoyed driving his trotting horses, but his main hobby was horticulture. He
collaborated on landscaping and ﬂower cultivation with gardener John Wifﬂer,
who planted more than 200 evergreens and installed orange and lemon trees
in front of the house. Trevor developed a signature Glenview mum, a coppercolored chrysanthemum that could apparently be purchased in New York City
ﬂower shops. His grandson noted, “The potting shed was simply lined with
awards for the ﬂowers.” Trevor and Wifﬂer also grew peaches, apples, nectarines,
and vegetables, and raised cattle. There was a grapery, and in 1879 Wifﬂer himself was noted in the newspaper for his “ﬁne hothouse grapes.” Four years later,
Trevor won ﬁrst premium with Black Hamburg grapes at the autumn exhibition
of the New York Horticulture Society.Trevor shared these interests in gentleman
farming with his friend ex-governor Samuel Tilden, who purchased Greystone
in 1879. The previous year, before he moved in on a rental basis, Tilden and
Trevor had walked around Greystone’s extensive grounds, presumably sharing
landscaping ideas and enthusiasms.58
Not treating Yonkers simply as his bedroom,Trevor was always involved with
the local community. While charitable works and social relations are not unique
to suburban life, they are certainly characteristic of it. Suburbanites have often
been called on to create their own spheres of interaction and inﬂuence, whereas
in cities, these frameworks were already in place. This greater sense of self-determination has always been a major appeal of moving to the suburbs. In 1882,
Trevor and James Colgate served on the ﬁnance committee for the bicentennial of the Philipse Manor Hall. New Greystone owner Samuel Tilden chaired
the committee, which also included two other owners of neighboring North
Broadway grand houses, William F. Cochran (Duncraggen) and Barton Kingman (Beechwood).59 In 1884, Trevor and Colgate supported the building of the
Yonkers Temperance Hall with a free lease arrangement on the land, which they
owned.60 Trevor’s patronage also included the Yonkers Free Reading Room and
the YMCA, for which he sponsored a ﬁeld day gold medal in 1889.61
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Looking South from Glenview’s Port Cochere, c. 1885, photogravure.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, 75.0.481.

Trevor had been a founder of what eventually became St. John’s Riverside Hospital, ﬁrst located on Woodworth Avenue, not far from Edgewater and
Glenview. Mrs. Trevor, also very active locally, would bring baskets of fruit from
Glenview to the hospital as well as make monetary donations. Her charity also
included involvement with the Yonkers Ladies Employment Society, the children’s kitchen garden class of the Industrial School, and, though she remained
Episcopalian, the Baptist Sewing School.62
In terms of local socializing, John Trevor was friends with Tilden and Yonkers
lawyer William Allen Butler, who was later one of his pallbearers and a trustee of
his estate. He was also close to Colgate Hoyt, a junior partner in the Colgate &
Trevor ﬁrm, who moved into Edgewater. It was through marriage connections of
Colgate Hoyt that Glenview entertained two of its most noted visitors, General
William Tecumseh Sherman and General Nelson Miles.63 Sherman is credited
with the renaming of Edgewater to Seven Pines, after the famous Battle of Seven
Pines.64 Mr. and Mrs. Trevor also had a number of friends whom they visited in
south Yonkers (Ludlow) and Riverdale: the Delaﬁelds, Stocktons, Dodges, Randolphs, Pines, and Webbs.65 Trevor also may have visited William Rockefeller at
Rock Hall above Tarrytown when he was soliciting donations from his fellow
Baptist for the University of Rochester in the summer of 1887.66
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William Hahn, Union Square, 1878, oil on canvas. The Everett House Hotel, where the Trevors
stayed several times, is the large building in the background left, seen through the trees of
Union Square Park. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Miss Mary Colgate, 25.947. Photo by Quesada/Burke.

[opposite] H. J. J., Temperance Hall of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, Yonkers, 1885, oil

on canvas. The Women’s Christian Temperance Union erecting their building in 1884 on North
Broadway property owned by John Trevor and his partner James Colgate. This picture, dating
around the time their hall was completed, may have been commissioned by the W.C.T.U. from an
itinerant folk artist. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, Yonkers, 44.148.
Photo by John Maggiotto.

Henry Trevor (center) with John Wifﬂer’s sons, John (b. 1868, left) and Joe (b. 1867, right), c. 1885.
Collection of Jerry Wiffler.

Younger son John wrote in his memoirs that, as a child, Glenview seemed
a “paradise,” except during the extreme heat of the summer, when the family
would often vacation in cooler places, like the Catskills. He attended the private Cutler School in New York City, but he does not note if he commuted
there from Yonkers in the fall.67 From John’s account, we know the family spent
Christmas at Glenview. After the holidays, the family moved to New York City,
sometimes renting accommodations at the prestigious Everett House Hotel on
the north side of Union Square.68
In Yonkers, John’s only neighborhood friend was Colgate Hoyt’s son, Sherman. However, his half-brother Henry was just a bit older than the gardener’s
sons and used to play with them. These boys, Joseph and John, lived with their
father John Wifﬂer in the cottage just inside the estate gates.69 By the late 1880s
Henry, over 20 years old, played on local amateur baseball and football teams and
joined the Yonkers Yacht Club. He purchased a famous yacht, the cutter Madge,
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and in September 1887, he and other members raced and cruised up the river
as far as Roundout Creek and back.70 Little is known of the lives of the 2 girls
during these years. They may have gone to Miss Lucy Crocker’s English and
French Day School on Palisades Avenue, because Mr. Trevor is listed as a reference for the school in an advertisement from 1883, when Emily and Mary were
aged 9 and 12.71
Servants were an integral part of the Trevors’ daily lives at Glenview. According to the 1880 census, the family employed 11 servants, not counting the
Wifﬂers, who were listed as a separate household. None of the names are repeats
from the Edgewater listing on the 1870 census. Describing Glenview’s interiors,
the Statesman had written: “The third ﬂoor contains three very ﬁne chambers
in addition to the simple accommodations for servants.” Two of the women,
Cleneuce Gauilard, age 28, from France, and Sarah Shields, age 55, from Ireland,
were nurses for the children and may have slept in one of those three ﬁne chambers. The “simple accommodations” consisted of only 6 rooms, so some women
would have had to share bedrooms.72 The 1922 contents of a representative
room included a white enamel bed, a walnut dressing bureau with marble top,
two side chairs, a small table, an enamel washstand, toilet crockery, a wastebasket,
and a Brussels carpet.
Of the 8 other women servants whose speciﬁc jobs were not indicated, 7
were from Ireland, ranging in age from 20 to 60. The census noted that 2 of
these women could not write. The staff also included Mary A. Mulligan, a 14year-old New Yorker with Irish parents. Given her age, she was most probably
an assistant kitchen maid, a common starting position for young girls. Other jobs
these women would have had include parlor maid, chamber maid, and cook.The
coachman, William Coughlan, age 46, from Ireland, would have roomed elsewhere on the estate. Glenview is a large house and all of the downstairs rooms
could be closed for privacy, but it seems smaller when one thinks of a total of 16
people moving around throughout the day and sleeping there each night. During their time off, the Catholic servants may have attended St. Mary’s Church,
which had been founded for the Irish workers on the Old Croton Aqueduct.
Came up in 11:30 train. Country simply lovely. 73
So stated 22-year-old Emily Trevor, in her diary, after she arrived in Yonkers on
May 19, 1896, to live at Glenview until the winter. Most of the details about the
Trevors’ life in Yonkers during the 1890s and the ﬁrst decade of the twentieth
century comes from Emily Trevor’s diaries, one dated 1894–96 and the other
1906–9. There is also news coverage, including extensive descriptions in several
Yonkers and New York City papers of the June 1892 wedding of Mary Trevor
to Grenville Winthrop at St. John’s Episcopal Church in downtown Yonkers and
the reception at Glenview. A special train brought guests up from the city, and
the ﬂowers came from Glenview’s greenhouses. A few articles and brief notices
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reveal Mrs.Trevor’s continued support of the Baptist church and St. John’s Hospital.74 Emily’s diary entries give a good idea of her lifestyle and interests from age
20 to 34, as well as those of her mother and brother John. In 1894, Mrs. Trevor
purchased a permanent winter home on East Thirty-seventh Street in Manhattan, but the family continued to spend most of their time at Glenview. Even after
Henry and Mary were both married, they were frequent visitors. (In the intervening years between the two diaries, Mary Trevor died, in 1900, at age 30.)
Emily clearly regarded Yonkers as a “country” retreat. She and her mother took walks on the landscaped grounds almost daily, and she had a constant
stream of overnight women guests coming up from New York City for a night
or weekend.The earlier diary, in particular, reveals a very athletic young woman.
With her friends, as well as her brother John, who was a constant companion,
she took walks, drove the ponies, bicycled, and played the newly popular sport
of golf, which she, John, and Henry all took up in the 1890s. Henry was a
member of the St. Andrews Golf Club, and Emily joined the Ardsley Country
Club, which permitted women members.75 After taking cycling lessons, she rode
as far as Hastings and Riverdale, once even noting a ride of 10 miles. She also
bicycled and walked to and from the “village” of Yonkers, about a mile away. She
and John played golf avidly, even as late as November.76 Her enthusiasm for her
daily exercise was such that once, in December, she went down to walk in the
greenhouses.77
She and her mother also traveled to New York City frequently while in
residence at Glenview, revealing that they valued this suburban aspect of Yonkers
over a country retreat farther away. They were in fact commuters, making day
trips back and forth to see Henry, Mary, and friends, and to shop. On one occasion they went to an evening concert at Grace Episcopal Church, missed their
train, and stayed with Henry, but they usually came home to Yonkers.78 The following 1895 diary excerpt gives some idea of their lifestyle and busy schedule.
Wednesday Aug. 21st.
Took 12:55 train to N.Y. with Mama & lunched at Murray Hill Hotel to lunch
with Mary & Grenville who went to Lenox—on 3:30 train, The Baby was too
sweet. Came home in 3:55. Took short drive & later John & I went bicycling.

When in Yonkers, Emily and her mother went visiting together, including to
admire the greenhouses at other estates. In addition to visiting friends in Yonkers, Riverdale, and the town of Westchester, Emily took the train up to house
parties at Woodlea, the Elliott Shepard estate in Scarborough. She was friends
with Edith Shepard, a sister-in-law of Henry’s wife Margaret Schieffelin Trevor.
Though most of her cultural activities were limited to New York, on one occasion in 1895 she and John went to the theater in downtown Yonkers.79
From 1906 until John’s marriage to Caroline Wilmerding in 1908, much of
Emily’s commuting, both to and from New York and around Westchester, was
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in the car with her brother. In 1907, she noted that the car was a Renault.80 By
that time they seem to have started going back to New York during November,
about 6 to 8 weeks earlier than they had during her childhood and up to the
mid-1890s. She mentions being in downtown Yonkers only once in her second
diary. At age 32, she still kept up an active social schedule. She walked, especially
with her mother, and drove the ponies regularly, though she no longer wrote of
bicycling or playing golf. When Emily had taken up bicycling in the 1890s, she
commented that she did not like to see women riding, and perhaps she felt it
was a sport for the young. There is also some indication that she may have had
health issues, because on a trip to Germany with her mother she took extensive
bath and massage treatments for “aenemia” [sic].81
Other than the advent of the automobile era of commuting, one reason for
Emily’s decreased use of the train may have been that the New York Central was
involved in a vast project to electrify the Manhattan and Westchester sections
of the railroad. This was mostly due the dangers of running steam locomotives through the Park Avenue Tunnel, where a tragic 1902 crash had killed 15
residents of New Rochelle.82 Though Emily never mentions the fact, during
the years of her second diary, the New York Central was changing the tracks
alongside the estate and constructing a huge power station on landﬁll at the
south line of the property.83 Around 1911, a new Glenwood station was built
there as well.
Emily only mentions servants a couple of times, both during these years
and referring to incidents in New York City. On October 30, 1908, she and
her mother went out to “get a butler and second man and housemaid” after
returning from Europe the day before. This suggests much of the staff was let go
when they were away for long periods of time and also that Emily had a hand
in governing the servants. On another occasion, she visited a kitchen maid in
the hospital.84 In terms of servant data, there are two censuses available for this
period: 1900 and 1905. Though three fewer family members were living at the
house, Mrs. Trevor employed eight servants in 1900 and ten in 1905.
The 1900 census is particularly interesting because it gives the speciﬁc job
title of each servant. That year, the household included two chamber maids, a
ladies maid, a cook, a kitchen maid, a butler, a footman, and a coachman. Four
of these people were English, three were Irish, and one Swedish. Only two were
citizens, the coachman and one of the chambermaids, and their years in this
country ranged from two to ﬁfteen. Four of the servants from 1900 still worked
for the family in 1905: Marie Malmquist, the Swedish cook; Agnes Bennett, the
ladies maid; Joseph Tomlinson, the butler; and William Tomlinson, the footman;
the latter three were English.William had been an “alien” in 1900 and was now a
citizen.85 The other servants included another English woman, another Swedish
woman, and two Irish women.
Around 1892, John Wifﬂer had retired, and he and his sons opened a hay
and feed business in downtown Yonkers.86 Howard Nichols took over as head
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gardener, remaining until Mrs.Trevor’s death. In 1900, Nichols, still only 28 years
old, was living in the Glenview superintendent’s cottage with his wife Anna and
baby son Howard. Another gardener, John Sirgler (Siegler?), a 36-year-old naturalized citizen from Germany, was listed as his lodger. In 1905, Nichols’s new
assistant gardener and one of the stablemen were both Scottish.
Nearly Every Day I Would Work in My Garden 87
During Glenview’s last period as a private residence, beginning in 1910, Emily
Trevor and her mother lived there, as well as at their home in New York. Son
John Trevor and his family spent a lot of time at Glenview in the summer, so
much so that he is listed in the newspapers as a “resident” at the time of his
mother’s death.88 In addition to Mrs. Trevor’s obituary, will, and related press,
information about these years includes recollections of grandson John Bond
Trevor Jr. (b. 1909). He has fond memories of his sojourns in Yonkers, in companionship with his brother Bronson (1910–2002), who was close in age. They
would usually drive up to Yonkers from New York with their parents, though
sometimes the family arrived on long-distance trains from western vacations. He
and Bronson played outdoor games on the estate, including hide-and-seek on
horseback with their father.89 Howard Nichols still kept the gardens and greenhouses well tended, and the family dined on all sorts of fruits and vegetables
grown there, including mammoth strawberries. Servants laid out breakfast in the
billiard room, with the game table covered over for dining use. Mr. Trevor does
not recall the room ever used for anything but meals, particularly for the children. They were expected to be spotlessly clean at lunch, despite any morning
play, and they changed for dinner. If there were no guests, the adults played board
games with them after dinner. He recounts that the parlor and library were not
much used, at least not during his visits. He and his brother were not lodged in
the old nursery but on the second ﬂoor, probably on the east side. By that date
Emily occupied the central west room, next to her mother. With its view, the
northwest room would have been the ﬁnest guest room, so son John and his wife
Caroline may have stayed there.
Less is known about Mrs. Trevor’s and Emily’s activities in Yonkers at this
time. James B. Colgate had died in 1904, but Mrs. Colgate and their daughter
Mary remained neighbors. Emily still walked with her mother nearly every day,
and Mrs.Trevor’s local charity work with the hospital and Baptist church continued. In her only correspondence with The Yonkers Museum of Science and Arts
(now The Hudson River Museum), Emily claimed, “we led a very quiet life.”90
The two women employed 6 servants to attend to the needs of the house,
themselves, and their entertaining.The staff had completely changed since 1905.
In 1915, the butler,William Miller, had been born in the United States, but the 5
women—aged 19 to 37 and from Sweden, England, Scotland, and Ireland—were
all listed as “alien.” In 1920, the census was taken in January, and Mrs. Trevor and

Glenview 164

Emily were not at home. The only people at Glenview were William Lefucle,
listed as caretaker, and his wife, Nellie. Howard Nichols, his wife Anna, and their
20-year-old son Howard were in the cottage, with Howard listed as manager of
the estate. Mrs. Trevor apparently either hired servants only when they were in
residence or transported them to New York with the rest of the household.
According to an article at the time of Mrs.Trevor’s death, she thanked several
servants in her will, including Nichols, butler George Smith, and chauffeur Simon Josephs.91 The latter are the two employees grandson John Trevor Jr. recalls
from his childhood, and he wrote that “both of these long outlasted Glenview.”92
The news article noted that several of the servants receiving bequests had been
with Mrs. Trevor for a long time, but none are repeat names from 1915. Still,
there had been seven intervening years, and some may have been New York City
servants.
A Privilege to Live Opposite Such a Place 93
From the time that Glenview was being built, newspaper articles promoted the
surrounding area as ripe for “improvement,” with the Trevors’ house and grounds
as a neighborhood draw. It also seems evident that although the homes would be
ﬁne suburban residences, they would be more modest than the mansion, in size
of both structure and lot. In the development of the Glenwood neighborhood,
the suburban ideal, the life of the country squire on a smaller scale, is played out
explicitly. Even before the Trevors moved in, The Yonkers Statesman printed: “It
will be a privilege to live opposite such a place and we predict that ere long the
commanding terraced plots on the east side of the Warburton Avenue extension
will be occupied by elegant villas.”
Terraced plots are not 23 acres, and “villa” was a term used for a wide range
of sizes of nicer homes. When Trevor bought his land, the Shonnard estate was
largely intact, with the exception of the Beechwood house and grounds at North
Broadway. An 1888 real estate map of “Part of the Original Shonnard Estate”
shows the property along Warburton Avenue divided into lots averaging 50 feet
wide by a little over 100 feet deep, and the map indicates 6 houses already been
built and 5 other lots sold. By 1899, there would be 14 houses across the street
from Glenview.94
The individuals who built these homes were presumably attracted to living
in close proximity to the grandeur of Glenview. Prominent among them was
Cheever Ely, a carpet mill supplier, who lived at 526 Warburton with his wife
and daughter and employed three servants: a maid, a butler, and a cook. Ely’s
house, along with that of next door neighbor and fellow commuter Henry
Bragg, was featured as one of Yonkers’s ﬁne residences in the 1902 publication
Yonkers Illustrated.95
This neighborhood development, which began before John Trevor’s death
in 1890, was not necessarily to his liking. Given the previously noted 1875 map
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Aerial view of Glenview and its neighborhood, c. 1920. This photograph was taken before the
Yonkers Museum of Science and Arts (now The Hudson River Museum) removed Glenview’s
deteriorating front and side porches during the Great Depression.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Renoda Hoffman, 75.0.504.

showing his future portion of the Shonnard property divided into suburban
plots, it is possible that Trevor was motivated to purchase the land for Glenview
partly to prevent this kind of expansion in his own backyard. Land control has
always been a major theme of suburban growth. Similarly, Colgate owned lots
across the street from his Chestnut Grove estate for years without building on
them or selling them, possibly as a buffer zone.96 Though Trevor contributed
funds to the extension and improvement of Warburton Avenue, which was unpaved and did not go through to Hastings at the time, he and Colgate spoke out
publicly against the introduction of the trolley. Mr. Colgate explicitly referred to
the sort of people they wanted in the neighborhood by stating that two public
carriages would be sufﬁcient to transport local residents and that trolleys would
not have enough business unless a pub would be placed at the end of the line.
Despite these protests, in June 1888, horse trolley service began as far as Glenwood Avenue, one block from Glenview’s south border, but the trolley line was
not electriﬁed until after Trevor’s death.97
The impetus to develop began in earnest in 1880, when the newspaper noted
that lots across from Glenview were going up for sale.98 Three years later, a
Statesman article listed in detail all the homes on Warburton from Wells Avenue
northward but only three homes past Glenwood Avenue, ending with “Frederick Shonnard’s enlarged home and extensive grounds are as lovely as ever.” In
1885, a sale of Shonnard lots took place on the New York Real Estate Exchange;
purchasers included Samuel Cooper, resident engineer in charge of the Croton
Aqueduct, which crossed his plot, and “the distinguished marine painter, Mr.
Tyler, of Brooklyn” (probably Bayard Tyler).The Statesman reported that the land
was restricted to private residences and that “there are several building sites of
marvelous beauty, north of John B.Trevor’s elegant place, bounded by Warburton
Avenue and the Hudson River, that ought to attract purchasers.”99
Just above that article was another with a bolder headline: the future of
warburton avenue. Starting with a comparison of tax valuations, the author
argued that Warburton was a better prospect than Broadway or Palisades Avenue for “residence property.” He particularly stressed its “advantage of a nearly
level grade, its course bringing the dwellers upon it in easier reach of either the
Glenwood or Yonkers railroad stations.” In an age when walking, horse carriage,
or potentially railway conveyance were the only transportation choices, a high
value was placed on this level terrain. Trevor had no doubt appreciated this, but
ironically, it was the same feature that left him vulnerable to the encroaching
trolley development. At the time, Warburton Avenue ended at Dudley’s farm by
the Hastings border, but plans were under way to extend it.The article projected
that it would become a “main artery of communication, for purposes of either
business or pleasure, between Yonkers and Tarrytown.” Though it notes that the
road “passes suddenly out past the Shonnard and Trevor grounds into an idlewild
of forest trees, birds and ﬂowers” with “charming river views,” the extension, and
later the trolley, would not preserve that state for long.
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Cheever N. Ely’s House, Warburton Avenue, Yonkers Illustrated (Yonkers Board of Trade, 1902), 96.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, INV.4063.

Despite Glenview’s being used again and again as the lure to the suburban
bliss of the area, from the start of additional “improvement,” as it seems always to
have been called, the lots offered for sale were fairly small and dictated narrower
house designs. The size was often no wider or larger than a New York plot, but
compared to the city, the cost was attainable for a middle-class businessman and
the dwellings constructed left open yard space in front and back. In fact, period
atlases of Yonkers show this to be the trend overall: large estates came to be surrounded by smaller suburban middle-class development, with little in the way of
what might be called in-between-sized lots. The last really extravagant residence
built on Warburton was the 1901 Italianate villa of Frederick Eschmann, a business partner of John Andrus in the Arlington Chemical Co. Its grounds bordered
Glenview to the north. Proﬁled with a photograph spread in the American Architect and Building News in March 1906, the mansion was only a residence for about
25 years.100 The carriage house still stands, in extreme disrepair, on the grounds
of Yonkers School 25.
Regarded for Years as a Possible Public Park Site 101
Mr. Trevor’s will had given his executors the directive to sell his property after
his wife’s death, if that seemed to be in the best interests of the estate and his
children. Given the development pattern of Yonkers over the prior 45 years,
they began arranging this with all due haste when she passed away in 1922. The
auction map advertising the sale divided the property into more than 300 lots,
mostly 25 x 100 feet.Yet, the politicians and citizens of Yonkers valued Glenview
for its land, landscaping, and views. The above comment appeared in one of the
newspaper articles about Mrs.Trevor’s demise, even before the possibility of Yonkers’ buying the property became known. Some estates, such as nearby Belvoir
and Greystone, permitted the public to enter their “parks” at certain times, but
there is no evidence that this was true of Glenview.102 Nevertheless, the estate
had become an oasis in the midst of the dense development that had grown to
surround it, and this gave it renewed value. Lower Warburton, a main artery out
of nearby downtown Yonkers, had become increasingly urban, and a sugar machinery factory, S. S. Hepworth & Co., had been opened at the lower corner of
the Colgate property as early as 1883.103
Newspaper articles following the potential sale of the Trevor property to
Yonkers made clear that the estate was appreciated as much, or more, for the
parkland as for the house. This premium on open space put a twentieth-century
spin on the love of nature and suburban lore that had inspired John Trevor in
the ﬁrst place. After Yonkers purchased Glenview, its Bureau of Parks, Forestry
and Recreation had ofﬁces in the old superintendent’s cottage, and in 1929
Parks Superintendent Luis Milliot completed a survey of the trees on the site,
preparatory to attaching metal identiﬁcation plates to some of them.There were
87 distinct species, some quite rare. Milliot was quoted as saying that some of
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Broadside advertising auction of Trevor estate, 1923.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, 75.0.509.

the trees were “priceless” and that Mr. Trevor had “imported specimens from all
over the world.”104
The post–World War I housing boom was encouraging the breakup of large
estates all over Yonkers on a scale never dreamed of when Mrs. Shonnard ﬁrst
began to sell her lots in 1880. In 1923, the same year that the Trevor property was
offered for sale, Beechwood and Belvoir (the former Christian Lilienthal estate,
then owned by the Jesuits) went on the block as well. While they publicized the
lot sale, Trevor’s executors were also negotiating with the City of Yonkers for a
purchase of the entire estate—a transaction that literally went down to the wire
as potential buyers waited for the auction to start. The ﬁnal price agreed upon
was $450,000.105
Thus ended one era in the history of a suburban estate, now a museum on the
urban fringe. To Glenview’s south and north, the Colgate and Eschmann homes
were gone by the 1950s, not to mention Belvoir, Greystone, and Duncraggen
up on Broadway.106 Whether or not the Trevors would have seen themselves this
way, for 45 years they had been suburbanites, albeit very wealthy ones, living in a
suburban mansion in a suburban setting.They enjoyed the beneﬁts of being able
to commute to and from work, shopping, and the cultural life of New York City,
and return home to a spacious and comfortable house surrounded by landscaped
grounds and breathtaking river views. They lived in Glenview for much of the
year, not simply using it as a summer residence, and for many years it was the
only residence they owned. Still, in many ways Glenview was always a country
house to the Trevors. In 1924, with a power plant (now abandoned) belching
smoke into the sky at its south border, and trolleys and automobiles reducing the
distance from Yonkers’s urban center to ﬁve minutes, it no longer had a future
as a country house. Emily and her brother John moved full time to New York
City, the Trevor family began to summer much farther aﬁeld, and The Yonkers
Museum of Science and Arts, “a museum of splendid community spirit,” opened
its doors to the city’s residents in December 1924.
notes
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from a wide variety of sources, including: “Palatial Residences,” The Yonkers Gazette, November
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Emily Trevor, dated 1894–96 and 1906–9, in the collection of The Hudson River Museum; and
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Museum.
10. The Yonkers Statesman, May 12, 1881, checked as representative. The train schedule was
published daily.
11. Based on census and Yonkers directory research, as well as real estate brochures in the
collection of The Hudson River Museum.
12. John Bond Trevor Jr., memoir, 1.
13. Letter from John B. Trevor to Martin B. Anderson, president of the University of
Rochester, February 26, 1859. The quotes around “busy haunt of man” are Trevor’s.
14. John Bond Trevor Jr., memoir, 1. Shonnard history is related in Scharf, History of
Westchester County, 2:167–69. The Shonnard land extended eastward from the Hudson River
beyond North Broadway to the Saw Mill River.
15. “The County Fair,” Yonkers Examiner, October 1, 1863.
16. Scharf, History of Westchester County, 2:17. Rev. Charles Elmer Allison, The History of
Yonkers (New York: Wilbur B. Ketcham, 1896), 226. The southern boundary did not include the
Kingsbridge area, which became part of the Bronx.
17. Egbert Viele, civil and topographical engineer, L. W. Welcke & Bro. Photo-lithographers,
Shonnard Park at Yonkers, Estate of E. F. Shonnard, Esq., collection of The Hudson River Museum.
The map is undated, but Edward Shonnard died in 1875, so it must date between that time
and Trevor’s purchase of the land, noted in “Important Sale of Shonnard Property,” The Yonkers

Glenview 172

Statesman, January 7, 1876. The deed records a private sale among Trevor, Edward Shonnard’s
widow, son Frederick Shonnard, and his second wife. The death of Edward and Frederick’s
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5.

Westchester County
Historic Suburban Neighborhoods

Gray Williams

The suburbs of Westchester typically began as small rural or market villages,
which were transformed by the addition of residential developments around
their central cores. For a variety of reasons, some of these developments became
distinctive, cohesive neighborhoods—almost communities in themselves. Their
special character may have resulted from an overall master plan, a unifying architectural style, or a feature of geography. A number of such neighborhoods have
survived, and they are well worth recognition and preservation, as monuments
of our suburban heritage.The following survey is intended as an introduction to
some of the most outstanding examples in the county.1
Mount Vernon
The southern portion of the city of Mount Vernon is more than just a neighborhood, and very few of its early buildings survive, but it is so historically
important that any account of Westchester suburbs must include it. The predominantly rectangular blocks that extend from Valentine Avenue and the New
Haven branch of the Metro-North Railroad on the north to Sanford Avenue
and Kingsbridge Road on the south, and from Union Avenue on the east to
15th Avenue and the Bronx border on the west, are what remains of the original
Village of Mount Vernon, the ﬁrst community in Westchester to be deliberately
planned as a suburb of New York City.
A “Historical Sketch” by “C,” published in a local newspaper in 1853, when
Mount Vernon was becoming incorporated as a village within the Town of Eastchester, provides a detailed account of its origins.
This village . . . was formed by an association of people having individually very
little capital, and was the ﬁrst successful attempt of the Industrial classes of New
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York to remove the yoke imposed upon them by men of capital, . . . collecting
from them, in the form of rent, a large proportion of their hard earned wages,
and thereby destroying all prospect of their providing a home for themselves and
families. . . .
A number of persons, mostly mechanics, . . . formed an association for the purpose of procuring homes for themselves at a reasonable distance from the city, in
order that they might continue their labors in New York at their various occupations, and yet be free from the rapacity of landlords. They accordingly met on the
9th of July, 1850, at Bleecker Building in New York, formed an association for the
purpose above named, which they called “Industrial Home Association No. 1 of
New York,” elected the originator of the scheme, Mr. John Stevens, their President,
and proceeded to carry out their object. The plan proposed was simply as follows,
namely:
First—to get 1000 subscribers, each agreeing to pay at the rate of one dollar
per week until all expenses should be paid at which time each member should be
entitled to one-quarter of an acre of land.
Secondly—To procure that amount of land from farmers at ﬁrst cost, which would
be required to give each member his quarter-acre and make the necessary streets,
avenues and lay it out suitably for a village, grade and drain it properly & c.
In order that the object may be fully attained, each member pledged himself to
improve the lot which he should receive to the amount of at least $300.
Great as this undertaking seemed, still, by the united exertions of its originators, in spreading the information that such an association did exist, and by their
own conﬁdence that the industrial classes, by uniting their limited means, were
capable of competing with speculators, they succeeded beyond their most sanguine
expectations, and were eventually compelled to refuse many who wished to join
with them.
In the month of August, 1851 (at Mount Vernon), the members having by lot
decided the order of choice, selected their respective lots, and so eager were they
to realize their hopes of having a HOME OF THEIR OWN, that some three or
four, notwithstanding the lateness of the season (it being as late as October before
deeds could be prepared and delivered) built before winter.
The next spring, 1852, there were over 150 houses in progress of erection, and
before the close of that year we ﬁnd a village of over 200 houses, containing probably 300 families.
At the present time, Oct. 1853, there are in the village of Mount Vernon and in
its suburbs (West and East Mt.Vernon) a population of 700 families.

The property purchased by the association in 1851 was made up of ﬁve
contiguous farms, containing almost 370 acres. It cost a total of $75,342.68, or
about $204 per acre. The land was adjacent to the New York and New Haven
Railroad, which had opened in 1848 and connected with the New York and
Harlem Railroad to provide service to Manhattan.The ofﬁcers of the association
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had already made what they believed to be a binding oral agreement with the
railroad, specifying that the association would build a station in return for regular
passenger service to the city.
Having acquired the land for their new community, the association members
proceeded to vote on an appropriate name for it. The winner in the ﬁrst round
of voting was Monticello, after the home of Thomas Jefferson. When it was discovered that this name had already been taken by another New York community,
a second round produced Mount Vernon, in honor of George Washington.
A local surveyor, Andrew Findlay, was hired to lay out the streets and quarteracre lots in a utilitarian grid. The August meetings during which the members
drew numbers to establish the order in which they would select their lots took
place in an existing barn on the former farm of Sylvanus Purdy.
This barn was on property that had already been allotted to the president and
spiritual father of the association, merchant tailor John Stevens (1803–1888).The
property also contained a house, constructed so recently by its former owner
that it may never have been occupied before Stevens and his family moved into
it. Stevens appears not only to have left his city home but also to have closed
his business. From 1851 on, he devoted most of his time and considerable energy to the community. He served for twenty years as a justice of the peace and
several terms as a village trustee, was elected the ﬁrst president of the board of
education, and was a founder of Trinity Episcopal Church and of the local horticultural and debating societies. To the end of his life and for years thereafter,
the Stevens home on Fourth Street and Sixth Avenue was a major social center
in the community.
John Stevens seems to have been at least mildly inﬂuenced by the ideas of
French social theorist Charles Fourier. Fourier’s advocacy of cooperation and
communitarian living was familiar to Americans through the writings of his
disciple Albert Brisbane, who wrote occasional columns for Horace Greeley’s
newspaper, the New-York Tribune. Greeley himself became a member of the association and purchased a lot, although he never built on it. Stevens’s principal aim for the Industrial Home Association No. 1—affordable housing for its
members—was far simpler and more modest than the goals of the utopian communities inspired by Fourierism. Consequently, Mount Vernon succeeded while
virtually all the others failed.
As a suburb, though, Mount Vernon may have been ahead of its time. Its relationship with the New York and New Haven Railroad was chronically tense.
Even though the association donated its station and a freight yard, the railroad
at ﬁrst refused to provide full service to Mount Vernon passengers. In fact, it
had an agreement with the New York and Harlem Railroad not to operate a
station closer than a mile to the junction with the Harlem line. An act of the
state legislature, sponsored by Mount Vernon’s representatives, ﬁnally forced the
railroad to provide as many stops at Mount Vernon as at other stations on the
line. The following year, in a further effort to divert Mount Vernon passengers
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John Stevens house, West Fourth Street and Sixth Avenue, Mount Vernon (2000).
Photo by Gray Williams.

[opposite] Map of the Village of Mount Vernon, surveyed by Andrew Findlay, dated June 7, 1851, and

revised after the August property lottery.
Collection of the Westchester County Historical Society Library.

to the Hunts Bridge station on the Harlem line (now West Mount Vernon), the
railroad sharply raised the fare to the city.
Moreover, in the 1850s and for decades thereafter, commuting to jobs and
businesses in Manhattan was not very practical. The businesses of the city were
concentrated downtown, and the railroads were forbidden to use their steam
locomotives farther south than 42nd Street. From there, the “cars” had to be
hauled by horses at a much slower speed. As early as 1854, the long trip to the
city was causing Mount Vernon to consider other alternatives. At a community
meeting in January, called to discuss the possible founding of a company to build
a local steam-powered factory, a resident cited potential beneﬁts for commuters:
“Many who commuted for the purpose of going to New York, and who were
therefore obliged to leave their little home—which in fact was no home at all
to them—leaving at early dawn of before day, and returning late at night, would
be beneﬁted by the building of such a machine shop.” In the ensuing decades,
Mount Vernon and the surrounding areas of Eastchester did indeed establish
their own economic base of both industry and commerce. In 1892 Eastchester
voters chose not to join the New York City borough of the Bronx, but to incorporate Mount Vernon as a city.
The original village of Mount Vernon has changed so much that almost nothing survives except the rectangular grid of numbered streets and avenues and a
few individual buildings, such as John Stevens’s Greek revival house and the
earliest section of Trinity Church. The town nonetheless represents a dream that
has inspired suburbanites ever since: “having a HOME OF THEIR OWN.”2
Rochelle Park and Rochelle Heights, New Rochelle
North Avenue is one of the busiest thoroughfares in New Rochelle, especially
toward its southern end in the central business district. A short distance north of
where the avenue passes under the railroad is New Rochelle City Hall, a neoclassical former school, and the modern police department and court complex.
But behind these civic buildings and through handsome stone gateways lies a
very different kind of neighborhood. Close to the entrance is an open green
ﬁeld, 3 acres in size, and beyond that is a divided boulevard extending half a mile
to a landscaped circle and another green space. On either side of this central
core radiate side streets—some winding, some straight—lined by more than 100
half-acre plots, with roomy family homes in the eclectic styles that were popular
around the turn of the twentieth century. This is Rochelle Park.
Throughout most of the nineteenth century, North Street (now North Avenue) was an unpaved country road, passing through open farmland. About 1881
the Manhattan Life Insurance Company acquired the former Wakeman Hull estate, a roughly rectangular property of 70 acres east of North Street, and proceeded to develop it as a suburban “residence park” for upper-middle-class families,
within easy walking distance of the railroad station. The company hired a promi-
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72 Hamilton Avenue, Rochelle Heights, New Rochelle (2005).
Photo by Gray Williams.

nent landscape architect, Nathan F. Barrett, and a local civil engineer, Horace F.
Crosby, to draw up plans, which were completed in 1886. About 30 percent of the
tract was devoted to communal purposes—15 acres for roads and sidewalks and 6
acres for the Lawn and Court. The remainder was divided into 115 house lots.
The goal of the development, as described in a 1904 magazine article, was
“to give the place a character wholly its own, to make it a park, a community, a
neighborhood restricted to houses of an established standard, built on plots large
enough to avoid crowding.” The prices were relatively high for residential property, ranging from $3,500 for lots fronting on the Boulevard to something under
$2,000 for the few lots that bordered on the railroad. Deed restrictions included
setback requirements and a limit of one dwelling on each property. Every owner
was required to join the Rochelle Park Association, which maintained the roads
and other communal spaces and hired the private police force.
Some owners built rather basic homes without much attention to architectural style. Most, however, hired professional architects, who designed picturesque houses in the varied styles of the period, such as Queen Anne, shingle, arts
and crafts, Tudor revival, beaux-arts, and colonial revival. As part of his contract,
Barrett was awarded one lot of his choice, and he built his home, surrounded by
elaborate gardens, near the junction of the Boulevard and the Circle.
Rochelle Park soon proved to be a success, attracting not only commuters
but also prominent local citizens, including Walter Otto, at one time mayor of
the city, and Albert Leonard, superintendent of schools from 1907 to 1931. Like
the rest of New Rochelle, Rochelle Park was the home of several commercial
artists and illustrators, who did not have to go to the city every day but who
enjoyed the convenient access to the book and magazine publishers who were
their main clients. Perhaps the best-known artist among the park residents was
Edwin Windsor (E. W.) Kemble, the original illustrator of Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
The success of Rochelle Park inspired the development of an even larger
property to the north, the former estate of Wall Street ﬁnancier George G.
Sickles, under the leadership of his son, former Civil War general Daniel B.
Sickles. The New York architectural ﬁrm of Mann, MacNeille, and Lindeberg
was hired to prepare site plans for the estate, with Horace B. Mann serving as
the lead architect. The plans for Rochelle Heights were completed in stages,
starting in 1905.
Rochelle Heights was not only larger but also designed to be more diverse
than Rochelle Park. Although it has a similarly imposing stone gateway at the
main entrance on Hamilton Avenue, it has no large public green spaces like the
Lawn or the Court. Even more signiﬁcantly, it has a wide range of lot and house
sizes. Choice lots with views of Long Island Sound were comparable to those in
Rochelle Park, as were the spacious homes built on them. But on many streets,
especially at the edges of the development, the lots were quite small, and the
houses constructed on them modest and architecturally plain.
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Through the 1920s, both developments, and Rochelle Park in particular,
were stable and reasonably prosperous. Like many other suburban neighborhoods, however, they were severely affected by the Great Depression. Many
owners defaulted on their mortgages, although banks were often reluctant to
foreclose, fearing that the houses might be abandoned. Properties deteriorated,
and some owners converted their homes into rooming houses.
The area slowly recovered after World War II, but in the early 1950s Rochelle Park suffered a devastating blow when Interstate 95 was constructed right
through the middle of the city. Seventeen houses along Manhattan Avenue had
to be demolished, and the interstate right-of-way was immediately adjacent to
the remaining neighborhood. Property values dropped, and real estate brokers
stopped showing properties to white customers, so that the area became almost
exclusively black.
In succeeding decades, Rochelle Park and Rochelle Heights endured increasing pressure from developers seeking to replace existing homes and subdivide existing properties. Back in the 1940s, New Rochelle had rezoned the area
into smaller lots, and the courts generally took the position that zoning regulations superseded original deed restrictions. In the 1980s, a majority of the owners concluded that the two neighborhoods could only be preserved by making
them a historic district under the jurisdiction of the Historical and Landmark
Review Board. In November 1986, Rochelle Park and Rochelle Heights together became the ﬁrst historic district in New Rochelle.
The regulations of the review board are fairly simple and straightforward.
If the owner of a historic building wishes to demolish it or to alter it substantially enough to require a building permit, the application for a demolition or
building permit must be reviewed by the board and receive a certiﬁcate of appropriateness. These restrictions appear to have protected the integrity of the
neighborhoods without causing undue hardship to the property owners, and
they are widely supported.3
Lawrence Park, Bronxville
William Van Duzer Lawrence (1842–1927) made a fortune marketing a patent
medicine called Pain Killer. It could be taken either internally or externally, and
its active ingredients were probably opium and alcohol. In The Adventures of Tom
Sawyer, Tom feeds Aunt Sally’s cat a dose of Pain Killer, with memorably dramatic results. Twain described the nostrum as “simply ﬁre in a liquid form.”
Lawrence used his wealth to pursue a wide variety of entrepreneurial and
philanthropic enthusiasms. One of these was the development of suburban real
estate. In the fall of 1889, at the suggestion of his brother-in-law, Arthur Wellington, husband of his wife’s sister Agnes, he came out on the New York and
Harlem Railroad to the small village of Bronxville to examine the prospects of
a former farm of about 86 acres near the railroad station. Initially he was unim-
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pressed by the neglected and overgrown property, “a desolate forsaken place . . .
at ﬁrst sight not at all pleasing.” But he came to appreciate the possibilities of its
picturesque terrain and convenient location, and purchased the whole tract in
the spring of 1890.
Lawrence envisioned a planned community of well-designed and well-built
suburban houses. The lots were relatively modest in size and irregular in shape.
They were not intended to be estates for the rich but sites large enough for
comfortable upper-middle-class homes, each planned to take maximum advantage of its natural setting. The narrow, meandering roads were laid out to follow
the contours of the land, and existing trees were preserved whenever possible.
Perhaps just as important, Lawrence hired a talented architect, William Augustus Bates, to design the ﬁrst houses of the development to be called Lawrence
Park. Bates was a versatile architect, who borrowed freely from the many different styles in fashion at the turn of the twentieth century but wove them together
in a very elegant and personal way. He also favored certain features, such as large
bays with multiple windows, and round or octagonal towers with conical roofs,
which served almost as signatures for his work.
The ﬁrst houses sold quickly, and Bates went on to design more of them than
any other architect. Although each is individual and unique, collectively they
help give Lawrence Park a distinctive and unifying visual style.
The development soon proved a success. Within a couple of decades, most of
the original property was developed, and Lawrence had bought even more land
to extend its boundaries. In the twentieth century, its architects shifted more and
more toward either the Tudor revival or colonial revival style. In the lean years of
the depression, some of the older houses were torn down and replaced by buildings that were smaller and cheaper to maintain, usually colonial revival. In more
recent decades, however, nineteenth-century styles have become more widely
appreciated, and Bates’s blends of late Romantic forms are particularly treasured.
Lawrence’s business plan was designed to attract a congenial, homogeneous
population of upper-middle-class residents—professionals, business managers,
and the like. The development proved attractive to one group of professionals in
particular: artists. Not struggling Bohemians, to be sure—the artists who could
afford homes in Lawrence Park were successful commercial painters, illustrators, and sculptors. Lawrence welcomed them and often offered them favorable
ﬁnancial terms and other enticements. In several instances, he arranged to have
houses built or enlarged with open, large-windowed studios. Lawrence Park
soon became noted as an informal artists’ colony.
Lawrence also believed that the residential development required a commercial element to assure its success.“The need of a hotel seemed imperative,” he recalled later, “for the purpose of advertising and exploiting the Park.” On Sunset
Hill, a highly visible bluff close to the railroad station, he built the Gramatan Inn
in 1897, and after this burned in 1900, he replaced it with the Gramatan Hotel,
a dramatic complex in Spanish mission style, which dominated the Bronxville
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Thacher house, 43 Prescott Avenue, Lawrence Park, Bronxville.
Designed by William Augustus Bates (2000).
Photo by Gray Williams.

Hotel Gramatan and Gramatan Arcade, Sagamore and Pondﬁeld roads, Bronxville, about 1929.
Courtesy of the Bronxville Local History Room.

skyline and became the deﬁning visual feature of the village. For three decades,
its well-appointed rooms and luxurious public facilities not only attracted customers from the city but also made it the social center of the community. The
depression, however, marked the beginning of a gradual but inexorable decline.
The hotel closed in the summer of 1972 and was eventually replaced by condominiums. Only the commercial block at street level survived.
Lawrence Park, on the other hand, was a continuing success. It became a
community within a community, close-knit and proud of its special qualities. It
is not, and was never intended to be, socially or economically diverse. Even its
complex of townhouses, Merestone Terrace, was designed and constructed in
1924 to much higher standards than ordinary multifamily housing, in order to
attract relatively afﬂuent clients.
The development experienced temporary hard times during the depression,
when its large, rambling houses found few buyers and were hard for many owners to keep up. But from the 1940s on, Lawrence Park regained its appeal and
its prosperity. Even the oldest of its homes have generally aged well, and they
continue to be esteemed by their owners and in high demand whenever they
come on the market.
William Van Duzer Lawrence left behind several important institutions, including Lawrence Hospital and Sarah Lawrence College. One of his legacies was
directly connected to Lawrence Park. Houlihan-Lawrence, one of the county’s
largest real estate ﬁrms, is the direct descendant of the Lawrence Park Realty
Company. Its corporate headquarters occupies the same building, somewhat enlarged, that served as the original Lawrence Park sales ofﬁce.4
Park Hill, Yonkers
In southwest Yonkers, some 300 feet above the Hudson River, rises a small plateau of about 120 acres. During the nineteenth century, much of it was owned
by Robert Parkhill Getty, a leading citizen of Yonkers, after whom Getty Square
is named. Starting in 1889, the land was acquired in a series of purchases by
the American Real Estate Company, for the purpose of developing an uppermiddle-class residential neighborhood. It was originally called Parkhill, Getty’s
middle name, but it was soon changed to the more descriptive Park Hill.
The American Real Estate Company laid out a network of winding roads,
divided the land into building lots, and installed gas, water, and sewer pipes and
electric lines. Besides its spectacular views of the Hudson and the surrounding
countryside, an attractive feature of the development was its proximity to the
railroad. A spur of the New York and Northern Railroad (later the Putnam Division of the New York Central) ran north to a terminal at Getty Square, with an
intermediate station on the western ﬂank of Park Hill. The real estate company
installed a large inclined elevator, made by Yonkers’s own Otis Elevator Company, to carry Park Hill residents up and down the steep slope.
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Park Hill elevator houses, Undercliff and Alta avenues, Park Hill, Yonkers. From Park Hill on-theHudson, American Real Estate Company, 1912.
Collection of Westchester County Historical Society Library.

The ﬁrst houses were built in the early 1890s. Among the early residents
were the founders and ﬁrst presidents of the company, Andrew S. Brownell and
Edwin K. Martin.The development was a sophisticated business enterprise. Buyers could simply purchase lots and hire their own architects and builders. But
American Real Estate also had its own network of architects and builders, and
many buyers chose either to purchase ﬁnished homes or to commission the
company to manage both design and construction. As a ﬁnal enticement, the
company could offer mortgages to ﬁnance any of these options.
American Real Estate also provided some other amenities to attract families to Park Hill. Among the most important was the Park Hill Country Club,
with a large clubhouse overlooking a natural pond in the middle of the plateau.
The company also built a large hotel, the Hendrick Hudson, at one corner of
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Overcliff, 87 Alta Avenue, Park Hill, Yonkers (2005).
Photo by Gray Williams.

the development, but it burned one month before it was due to open, and was
never rebuilt. Its site became Sutherland Park, itself a prominent neighborhood
feature.
The turn of the century was a period of restlessness and experimentation
in architecture, with many styles available to home buyers. Those based on late
medieval roots included Queen Anne and Tudor revival. The renewed interest
in classicism produced Georgian revival and colonial revival. There were also
distinctly American styles such as shingle, arts and crafts, American foursquare,
and Spanish colonial revival. Furthermore, elements of different styles might be
eclectically combined in ways that defy easy classiﬁcation. All found expression
on Park Hill. Perhaps its best-known house, Overcliff, the former home of Edwin Martin, is a fanciful confection of towers, turrets, and bays, surmounted by
swooping, steeply pitched shingle roofs.
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Like other developers of the period, the American Real Estate Company
used deed restrictions to protect property values in Park Hill, among them the
requirement that each house cost at least $5,000. Some owners contented themselves with single lots, averaging 50 by 100 feet, but many bought larger lots or
combined two or more to form small estates.
Park Hill quickly found buyers, and most of its houses were completed before World War I. Since Yonkers was itself a thriving industrial city, the residents
included both commuters to New York City and local businessmen and professionals. In 1912, the Park Hill Residents’ Association was formed, reﬂecting an
already strong neighborhood spirit. The association continues to be a signiﬁcant
symbol of community cohesion and a powerful voice in sometimes rather contentious dealings with the City of Yonkers.
The American Real Estate Company, however, was not so successful. Its
holdings were ﬁnanced by bonds, and apparently the income from sales and
commissions was not sufﬁcient to redeem the bonds when they came due. The
company went into receivership in 1916 and ceased to build houses, although
lots continued to be sold under court supervision. In 1930, Park Hill Properties,
a corporation formed largely by residents, bought the remaining assets—70 vacant properties, three mortgages, and the elevator to the railroad station.
Another Park Hill institution that did not steadily thrive was the country club.
Membership dwindled after World War I, possibly because the club property was
too small to have a golf course. The club closed in 1920, and was purchased by
the United Methodist Church, which operated it for seven years as a retreat for
missionaries. The property was then bought back and the club reopened, but by
the late 1930s it was again having ﬁnancial difﬁculties. It was reorganized as the
Park Hill Racquet Club in 1938 and has survived ever since, although the pond
has been ﬁlled in for tennis courts and the clubhouse has been rebuilt after the
original burned in 1962.
The convenient access to the railroad, heavily featured in the early promotion for the development, also proved to be less than satisfactory. The Getty
Square spur of the Putnam line was never proﬁtable, and Park Hill residents
complained repeatedly about unreliable service and defective equipment. The
elevator too proved expensive to operate and difﬁcult to maintain. It went out of
service in 1935, and the stations at either end were converted to private homes.
The railroad spur was closed in 1943, and the following year the rails were taken
up for scrap to aid the war effort.
As did home owners in other upper-middle-class suburban neighborhoods,
several Park Hill residents suffered ﬁnancial reverses during the depression and
had difﬁculties maintaining their homes and paying their mortgages and taxes.
But the neighborhood quickly bounced back with the return of prosperity after
World War II, and even though Yonkers as a whole suffered from economic decline and political turmoil starting in the 1960s, Park Hill remained a desirable
enclave. Its homes continue to command relatively high prices when they come
on the market.
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In general, the residents of Park Hill treasure their special community and
its architecturally distinctive homes. A perennial threat to the integrity of the
neighborhood is more intense development—the demolition and replacement
of existing houses, stylistically mismatched additions or alterations, the subdivision of larger properties into smaller ones, the conversion of single-family to
multifamily residences, and so forth.
One mechanism that the neighborhood has used to preserve its special character is the Park Hill Land Conservancy, a nonproﬁt organization founded in
1997 and ﬁnanced by donations and by fundraisers such as house tours and
concerts. The principal function of the conservancy is to acquire conservation
easements on empty lots to prevent them from being developed. It also plants
and protects street trees and helps maintain neighborhood parks.
In 1991 the City Council of Yonkers passed a landmarks preservation act,
which established a Landmark Preservation Board with eleven members appointed by the mayor. The board recommends historic sites—individual properties or historic districts—to be designated landmarks by the city council,
effectively protecting them from demolition or subdivision. The board also has
considerable control over any proposed alterations to the exteriors of landmark
buildings, through the issuance (or denial) of certiﬁcates of appropriateness. Four
individual properties and two other neighborhoods in Yonkers are already under
the jurisdiction of the Landmarks Preservation Board.
In 2002 the Park Hill Residents’ Association formally applied to the Landmarks Preservation Board to designate Park Hill as a historic district. The board
approved the application and forwarded it to the city council for ofﬁcial conﬁrmation. The ofﬁcers of the residents’ association soon discovered, however,
that they did not speak for all their constituents. Many residents objected to the
proposal and organized to resist it. Some opposed any restriction at all upon their
individual property rights. Others were concerned that the standards imposed
by the Landmarks Preservation Board would prove unduly burdensome and arbitrary, and that the process for acquiring a certiﬁcate of appropriateness would
be slow and bureaucratic.
Faced with this controversy, the city council rejected the application. Since
then, the Park Hill Residents’ Association has decided not to pursue the matter
further, until and unless there arises a broader consensus in favor of creating a
historic district, with all its attendant protections and limitations.5

“New” Katonah
By 1890 New York City had outgrown its principal water supply, the Croton
Reservoir in Westchester County, and decided to enlarge it by building a new
and much higher dam on the Croton River. As a result, a large part of the watershed of the Croton and its tributaries would be ﬂooded, and virtually all manmade structures there would have to be removed or demolished.

195 Westchester County

Among the areas that would be drastically affected was the village of Katonah, located on Cross River near its junction with the Croton. The original
settlement, called Whitlockville, had grown up around mills on the river. After
the New York and Harlem Railroad arrived in the 1840s, it came to be called
Whitlockville Station and then Katonah. Its economy was based partly on smallscale manufacturing and partly on providing goods and services to surrounding
farms and shipping their products, such as milk, to New York City.
On April 8, 1893, The New York Times ran this front-page headline: destruction to katonah—mr. daly orders its removal from the face of the earth.
The accompanying article reported that Mr. Daly, New York City Commissioner of Public Works, had visited Katonah, and while standing on a small bridge
over the river had announced, “with a sweep of his arm,” that everything in the
village center would have to be removed.
Katonah might then have been abandoned and its homes and businesses dispersed, but the community refused to let it die. A committee appointed by the
Village Improvement Society decided that the best alternative was to ﬁnd a new
home for Katonah.They picked an area of about 37 acres of open farmland next
to the railroad, about a mile south of the old village.The property was purchased
by a syndicate of partners that eventually became incorporated as the Katonah
Land Company.
The syndicate could have simply laid out some conventional streets and subdivided the land into building lots. Instead they hired New York City landscape
architects B. S. and G. S. Olmsted to create a master plan for the new village.
Their design, completed by the fall of 1894 and formally ﬁled in 1896, was basically geometrical, but included landscaped medians and other green spaces that
relieved the formality of the street grid.
The syndicate also sought to assure orderly development and protect property values by inserting restrictive covenants into the deeds for the lots they sold.
The most important of these covenants separated commercial from residential
properties. The commercial district was concentrated in a narrow strip along
Katonah Avenue, next to the railroad. The remaining acreage was primarily residential, except for special uses such as churches and schools.
Most of Old Katonah was vacated between 1896 and 1898. New York City
condemned the properties, paid compensation to the owners, and then auctioned off the buildings and other “improvements.” Since many of the buildings
in Old Katonah were relatively new, the cost of moving them was less than the
cost of construction from scratch. Fifty-ﬁve of these “improvements,” commercial and residential, were bought and moved, often by their original owners.
The New Village of Katonah, designed by B. S. and G. S. Olmsted, 1896.
Courtesy of the Westchester County Archives, County Clerk’s Maps, 1896, vol. II, p. 57.

Moving the Chapman house from old Katonah, c. 1897.
Collection of the Katonah Historical Museum.
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Each building was jacked up from its foundation and settled on two large
timbers, which in turn rested across tracks of hard yellow pine, lubricated with
soft soap. The timbers were connected by cables to horse-drawn capstans. The
capstans would haul the timbers forward a few feet, and the capstan posts would
then be replanted. As the buildings moved forward, the tracks behind them
would be periodically shifted in front of them. These steps were repeated until
the buildings reached their destinations.
Even before the exodus of buildings from the old village, new buildings
were going up on the lots of the Katonah Land Company. The Methodist and
Presbyterian churches, for example, decided not to move their existing frame
structures, but to build in more durable stone on the central boulevard of the
new residential district. The new houses, like those that were moved, were designed in the eclectic styles of the late nineteenth century—particularly Queen
Anne and shingle.
Several of the stores and other business buildings in Old Katonah were moved
to the new commercial district along Katonah Avenue. The industries of the old
village, however, such as the factories for grinding lenses and weaving ribbon, did
not ﬁnd homes in the new community and either relocated elsewhere or closed.
By the early 1900s, most of the new village was in place. While Old Katonah
had been primarily a rural village, New Katonah, by accident or design, was a
ready-made suburb, with a residential core located within easy reach of the railroad station. In the early decades of the twentieth century, however, it was still
considered rather distant from New York City, and tended to attract buyers of
weekend and summer homes rather than commuters and their families. Only after World War II, when the railroad communities of northern Westchester began
to grow rapidly, could Katonah be described as truly suburban.
Meanwhile, the original residential district had fallen on hard times. As in
many other upper-middle-class neighborhoods, the depression caused property
values to drop sharply, and many owners found their houses too large and too
expensive to keep up. Several homes were converted for two-family use, so their
owners could continue to live there while renting out the second unit. After the
war, the area did not fully share in the return to prosperity of the community
as a whole.
The neighborhood also faced other threats to its survival. Unlike most residential areas, it had a major commercial highway—Bedford Road, Route 117—
running right through the middle of it. When Interstate 684 was constructed
nearby in the 1970s, there was an enormous inﬂux of truck trafﬁc through the
village, and the New York State Department of Transportation even proposed to
pave over the medians on Bedford Road to convert it to four lanes.The prospects
for the neighboring homes looked grim, and some community members suggested that the best solution might be simply to rezone the area for ofﬁce use.
But the neighborhood remained cohesive, and its residents, backed by the
Katonah Village Improvement Society, waged a strenuous campaign to save it.
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8 Bedford Road, Katonah. Former Methodist manse moved from Old Katonah (2000).
Photo by Gray Williams.

They enlisted the support of the New York State Historic Preservation Ofﬁce,
which recognized the value of this unique enclave and helped the Village Improvement Society to have it listed as a historic district on the State and National
Registers of Historic Places in 1983. The preservation ofﬁce also pressured the
state department of transportation to ﬁnd another solution to the trafﬁc problem, and the result was the construction of a new connector road from Route
684 to Route 117, entirely bypassing the village.
Three other challenges to the integrity of the neighborhood arose in the
early 1980s.The Katonah Gallery, which then occupied part of the library building, proposed to buy the house next door, demolish it, and build a new wing in
its place. The Presbyterian Church wished to replace its old rectory with a new
and larger community house. And St. Mary’s Catholic Church wanted simply to
tear down its rectory, an Italianate building that was one of the oldest of those
moved from the original village.
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Once again, residents of the neighborhood objected strongly to the destruction of the historic houses involved.They were also concerned that the enlarged
gallery and community house would bring more trafﬁc and demand for parking on the already overburdened residential streets. Faced with this opposition,
the Katonah Gallery agreed to drop its expansion plans and eventually acquired
a site on Route 22, where a larger building was constructed and renamed the
Katonah Museum of Art.The proposal for a new Presbyterian community house
was withdrawn in 1986, when the Town of Bedford created the Katonah Historic District Advisory Commission, whose approval would be required for any
major change (including demolition) to buildings in the historic district. The
commission has denied a certiﬁcate of appropriateness for St. Mary’s plan to tear
down its rectory, and the matter is as yet unresolved.
In the last decade or so, the residential area has undergone a remarkable
transformation. Almost all the buildings are once again single-family homes, and
only two contain professional ofﬁces. Many of the houses have been carefully
restored to their original appearance. The neighborhood is now considered a
highly desirable place to live, with property values to match.6
Philipse Manor, Sleepy Hollow
“The whole tendency of modern life,” opined a 1903 promotional brochure for
Philipse Manor, “is to acquire a home where all the attractive features of country
life may be obtainable with quick transit to the city ofﬁce.” Philipse Manor was
the vision of J. Brisben Walker, the editor and publisher of Cosmopolitan magazine. In 1899 he and other investors had purchased property from the former
Kingsland estate on the Hudson shore in North Tarrytown (renamed Sleepy
Hollow in 1977). There they planned a large suburban development of substantial homes, each with a river view, plus shared amenities such as a clubhouse, tennis courts, a yacht club, and even a new railroad station from which commuters
could catch their trains to Grand Central Station.
The project was slow to get under way.Walker himself had withdrawn by the
time site preparation began in 1905, under the direction of the newly formed
Philipse Manor Company. The land was substantially reshaped to remove its
natural irregularities, leaving a gentle slope, with the promised river views, from
Broadway on the east down toward the Hudson on the west. Streets were laid
out in a straightforward rectangular grid, and water, gas, sewer, and electrical
utilities were installed along them. Many new trees were planted, since most of
the existing ones had been lost in the process of regrading.
Panoramic view of Philipse Manor, c. 1915.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library.

Dominick A. Maynard house, 474 Bellwood Avenue, Philipse Manor, Sleepy Hollow (2005).
Photo by Gray Williams.
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Construction of houses began in 1909, and amenities such as the country
club, tennis courts, boat club, and railroad station were completed over the next
four years or so. A small commercial block containing four stores was also constructed, near the railroad and south of the station.
The Philipse Manor Company initially built 20 houses, mostly on spec, at
an average cost of $10,000. A few other houses were built by their owners on
purchased lots. These were roomy, upper-middle-class homes, two or two-anda-half stories high. The prevalent architectural styles were Colonial revival and
American foursquare. The designs were handsomely proportioned, if not especially innovative, and the quality of construction was high. For the future
protection of the neighborhood, the property deeds contained several restrictive
covenants, such as minimum setbacks for both houses and outbuildings and a
prohibition against the sale of alcohol. Houses had to be at least two stories high
and cost at least $7,000.
Sales were at ﬁrst slow. By 1915, only about half the houses had been purchased, and part of the development was sold to another real estate company.
After 1916, however, the pace of sales and leases picked up, as Philipse Manor
found increasing favor with both New York City commuters and executives of
the nearby automobile factory. By the mid-1920s, virtually all the lots had been
sold, although many were not immediately built upon. New houses continued
to be constructed from the 1930s until well after World War II, but generally on
a more modest scale than those of earlier decades.
Philipse Manor remains a very desirable suburban neighborhood, with a
strong community spirit and high property values. Its most attractive features
are still its substantial homes and its convenient access to the railroad. The river
views have diminished as the trees have grown up, but the residents don’t seem
to mind.7
Sparta
Frank Arthur Vanderlip (1864–1937) was known as “the publicist banker.” His
early career as a ﬁnancial reporter for the Chicago Tribune gave him the skills to
write forceful speeches and articles that advanced the reputation of the National
City Bank, of which he was president from 1909 to 1919. He then resigned to
devote himself to his many other interests.These included the enlargement of his
mansion, Beechwood, on the Albany Post Road in Scarborough; the development of the Scarborough School on his estate; and the presidency of the Sleepy
Hollow Country Club on the former estate of Elliott and Margaret Vanderbilt
Shepard across the road from his own. At the same time, his wife, Narcissa Cox
Vanderlip (1879–1966) was deeply involved in the women’s suffrage movement
and served as the ﬁrst president of the New York League of Women Voters.
As if they didn’t have enough to do, the Vanderlips undertook to rescue a
struggling nearby community. The village of Sparta had been founded in the
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Sparta before restoration, n.d.
Collection of Ossining Historical Society.

1790s on a former Philipse Manor tenant farm next to the Hudson River. For a
few decades its port had rivaled that of Sing Sing (now Ossining) to the north,
and it had several local industries, including a mustard mill, a brickworks, and
a marble quarry. Somehow, though, it had never prospered. The Post Road was
diverted away from it about 1820, and when the New York and Hudson River
Railroad was extended along the shoreline in the 1840s, no stop was provided
for Sparta. It became a shabby backwater, and its decline was accelerated in the
early twentieth century, when it became crowded with poor immigrant workers. Sparta, in the words of Frank Vanderlip, had become “a very tumbled-down
town, a place without electricity, without gas, without baths and possessing not a
single hot-water heating plant. It had been left behind, skipped over by modern
conveniences and comforts.”
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But poverty and neglect had their compensations. Unlike more afﬂuent
communities, Sparta retained many of its modest but graceful early nineteenthcentury buildings. Between 1919 and 1922, the Vanderlips purchased some 29
properties and hired the New York architectural ﬁrm of Shreve, Lamb, and Harmon (best known for the design of the Empire State Building) to help plan the
restoration of the area.
Though their basic goal was preservation, the Vanderlips and their architects
did not hesitate to make radical changes. A few buildings, judged past redemption, were demolished. Some houses were moved back from the street or turned
to face the river. Some underwent extreme makeovers. One of the most conspicuous houses in the neighborhood, for example, on the corner of Liberty and
Spring streets, received a new, curved, brick façade in Georgian revival style.
In effect, the Vanderlips gentriﬁed Sparta. Some of the new residents were
teachers at the Scarborough School and some were artists, but many were businesspeople or professionals who commuted to New York City. They developed
a strong and loyal community spirit, and they formed an active residents’ organization to protect and improve their charming and distinctive neighborhood.
But what really assured the long-term preservation of Sparta was when the Village of Ossining designated it as a Historic and Architectural Design District in
1975. Under this designation, no changes can be made to the exteriors of district
buildings without the approval of the village planning board.
Sparta’s most notable single building, the so-called Jug Tavern on Revolutionary Road, was not among those restored by the Vanderlips, for it had already
been renovated. Constructed about 1758, it was originally the tenant farmhouse
of the Davids family (later Anglicized to Davis) on Philipsburgh Manor. After
the Revolution, Peter Davis bought the farm from the New York State Commissioners of Forfeiture, and in the 1790s he sold off most of the land to the
founders of Sparta. His son, David Davis, received a liquor license in 1795, the
only evidence (aside from persistent local tradition) that the house was ever used
as a tavern. The building was enlarged to twice its original length in the early
1800s.
When the Albany Post Road was realigned in about 1820, the tavern was
probably doomed, for it was no longer located on the main highway. In the
middle of the century the building served as a shop, but in the 1870s it became
abandoned and derelict. It was renovated as a private home in the 1890s. In 1974,
the last private owner, Eleanor Mallett, sold the house to the Town of Ossining,
which in turn sold it in 1986 to the nonproﬁt Jug Tavern of Sparta, Inc. It has
since undergone several stages of restoration as a historic house museum.8
12 Liberty Street, Sparta, Ossining (2005).
Photo by Gray Williams.

Jug Tavern, Revolutionary Road (Old Albany Post Road) and Rockledge Avenue, Ossining (2005).
Photo by Gray Williams.
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Pound Ridge
In the early decades of the twentieth century, Pound Ridge was a quiet country
village. Like other rural communities that had been bypassed by the railroads, it
had not grown but in fact had seen its population decline since the late nineteenth
century.The cottage industry for which it was best known—basket making—had
all but disappeared, and its economy was largely based on dairy farming.
Pound Ridge had retained many of its colonial and federal houses, though
they often suffered from hard use and neglect. During the prosperous 1920s, a
number of New Yorkers began to purchase and renovate these houses as summer homes. By and large, they were not regular commuters, but professionals
such as writers, artists, and entertainers, who did not have to reach jobs in the
city every day.
One of those attracted to Pound Ridge was a successful inventor and industrialist named Hiram Joseph Halle (1867–1944). In 1928 he bought a former farm
on Trinity Pass Road, renovated the house, and moved some old barns to the
property in order to store his extensive collection of English and American antiques and architectural elements. Over the years he proceeded to buy many other
Pound Ridge properties and restored or reconstructed some 30 houses on them.
At that time the ornate architectural styles of the Victorian period had fallen
out of fashion, and the relative simplicity of the Colonial revival style was much
preferred. One of Halle’s top priorities in restoring these federal-period houses
was the removal of Victorian features such as ornate woodwork and big front
porches. Also in contrast with Victorian taste, almost all the restorations were
painted an austere, neoclassical white.
Halle freely altered the existing structures, deepening their shallow cellars,
adding wings and bay windows, and installing ornamental woodwork and other
details from his own collection. He would cruise the countryside, looking for dilapidated buildings that could be dismantled for either partial or complete reuse
in Pound Ridge. In one instance, he moved a two-story house from North Salem, a small cottage from Bedford, and a barn from Danbury to be reassembled,
together with a new wing, into a single dwelling.
Halle’s restorations became a substantial local industry. Even during the depression, he employed up to 60 workers on his projects. He generally preferred
to lease rather than sell the completed homes, and rented many of them to
friends he thought would appreciate them. Many of the renters purchased their
properties following his death in 1944.
The success of Halle’s efforts inspired many other Pound Ridge property
owners to undertake similar restorations. They give the community a distinctive
[opposite, top] House in North Salem, before removal and reassembly (ca. 1928–1944).
Collection of Pound Ridge Historical Society.

[bottom] Salem House, 7 Salem Road, Pound Ridge. Assembled and restored by Hiram Halle.
Photo by Gray Williams.
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character—a ﬁnely crafted and well-kept vision of bygone America, perhaps not
exactly the way it was, but the way it ideally might have been.
It was not until after World War II that Pound Ridge began to be a true
suburb, for until then the available railroad stations, at New Canaan and Mount
Kisco, were too hard to reach for most daily commuters. But from the 1950s,
when cars became faster and the roads better paved, commuting to New York
became a practical alternative. Even more important was the growth and development of nearby satellite cities such as Stamford, Greenwich, and White Plains,
and of decentralized corporate facilities such as the headquarters and laboratories of IBM, which were readily accessible by car. Pound Ridge became home to
more and more commuters, but most of them drove to work, to jobs and ofﬁces
outside New York City.
The historic houses of Pound Ridge are treasured by their owners and by the
community as a whole. The Town of Pound Ridge has an appointed Landmarks
and Historic District Commission, which has the power to designate landmark
properties and to control changes to exteriors visible from the street. A large
number of historic houses are designated landmarks, and the core of the original village, including both houses and public buildings, is listed in the National
Register of Historic Places.9
Usonia, Mount Pleasant
“Land! Land! Land!” was the headline in the January 1947 newsletter of the
Usonia Homes Cooperative. “On January 21st we took title to our land. From
now on we can really call it ours. After all the postponements and obstacles, we
managed to get [it] for a sum that we had hardly believed possible.”
For only $23,000, Usonia Homes was able to acquire, at a tax-foreclosure
auction, 97 acres of property near King Street in eastern Mount Pleasant. This
achievement was a major turning point for the cooperative, the culmination of
several years of planning and organizing. The next steps would be the preparation of a site plan and the design of homes for the members, under the supervision of the most famous architect in America, Frank Lloyd Wright.
Wright had been recruited for the project by David Henken, the principal
founder of the cooperative. Henken was originally an industrial engineer in
New York City. He and his wife, Priscilla, long dreamed of building their own
suburban home, and both were attracted to the concept of the consumer cooperative as a way to maximize economic efﬁciency and achieve social equity.
In 1941, after viewing a seminal exhibition of Wright’s work at the Museum
of Modern Art, including drawings of a visionary cooperative community that
Wright called Usonia I, Henken was inspired to leave his job to become a
Taliesin Fellow—a tuition-paying apprentice and intern—at Wright’s home, ofﬁce, and architectural academy in Wisconsin. Priscilla took a leave from her
teaching position, and they spent the next two years at Taliesin.
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Aaron Resnick, Frank Lloyd Wright, and David Henken reviewing Wright’s original plan for
Usonia (1947).
Collection of Roland Reisley.

There Henken became a disciple of Wright’s concepts of Usonian communities and architecture. Usonian communities were intended to be ideal metropolitan areas in which most residents would occupy their own homes on one-acre
lots. Usonian architecture was a distillation of principles that had evolved in
Wright’s own designs over many decades. He described it as “organic,” with
strong horizontal lines, broadly overhanging roofs, large windows and glazed
doors, open internal plans, natural materials, and freedom from traditional ornamentation. Above all, organic architecture required an intimate relationship
between a building and its site. As Wright put it, “The ground itself predetermines all features; the climate modiﬁes them; available means limit them; function shapes them.”
While still at Taliesen, Henken gained Wright’s agreement to provide a site
plan for a possible Usonian community in the New York area and to supervise
the architecture of the houses to be built there. The Henkens returned to New
York in 1943 and enlisted family and friends in transforming this vision into

209 Westchester County

Reisley house, Usonia Road, Mount Pleasant. Designed by Frank Lloyd Wright (ca. 2000).
Photograph by Roland Reisley.

reality. In January 1945, a core group of some 13 families incorporated Usonia
Homes, a Cooperative, Inc. Each member would make monthly contributions
to a common fund to acquire a site and build homes. The homes would belong
to the cooperative, and long-term leases would be provided to the members.
The core group proceeded to recruit more families, eventually totaling 47.
Through interviews and questionnaires, the membership committee tried to assemble a compatible community. The members were of course all interested in
modern architecture in general and the architecture of Frank Lloyd Wright in
particular. Many were involved with the arts, as either professionals or devoted
amateurs.Virtually all were political liberals, and they were devoted to the idealistic vision of cooperative ownership.
Meanwhile, the cooperative learned of the Mount Pleasant property, which
had been foreclosed for unpaid taxes and was to be sold at auction.The cooperative put up an option payment equal to the back taxes and then waited anxiously
for the auction, hoping the price would not be bid up much higher. When the
sale ﬁnally took place, in January 1947, Usonia Homes became the owner for
the option price.
Frank Lloyd Wright visited the rugged, wooded site in March and was favorably impressed. By November he had completed his unconventional site plan.
The house lots were circles of about one acre, touching one another only at
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points along their perimeters and leaving the interstices unoccupied. The access
roads meandered among the lots, following the contours of the land.
A Design Panel, composed of David Henken and fellow architect Aaron
Resnick, was put in charge of supervising the whole project—building the roads
and installing the utilities, reviewing the designs for the individual houses, and
submitting plans to Wright for his approval. Henken and Resnick also designed
many of the homes themselves—more than half of those that were eventually
constructed.
Financial difﬁculties now threatened the cooperative. One of the appeals of
the Usonian concept was affordable housing. Bulk purchases of materials and
other economies of scale, it was believed, would put suburban homes within
the reach of middle-class families. These economies never materialized. Instead,
the enormous inﬂation of the postwar era multiplied building costs, forcing a
number of member families to withdraw even before construction could begin.
Even worse, almost no bank would provide building loans or mortgages for either modernist houses or cooperatives.
Usonia Homes nonetheless plunged ahead, and in 1948 and 1949 used its
available funds to build ﬁve houses—three designed by Henken and two by
Resnick—to demonstrate the feasibility of the project. Outside ﬁnancing was
still not available until the end of 1949, when the Knickerbocker Federal Savings and Loan Association agreed to provide a mortgage to the cooperative, if
individual residents accepted ﬁnancial responsibility for their own homes and if
the lots were redrawn from circles to conventional polygons.
More houses were designed and built: seven in 1949, three in 1950, 12 in
1951. Usonia became a very close-knit community—a kind of extended family. But serious problems continued. Construction costs kept rising, not only
because of inﬂation but also because of the challenges of the innovative and unconventional designs. In particular, the houses designed by Frank Lloyd Wright
himself, while hailed as architectural masterpieces, cost much more than originally estimated. In an effort to control costs and assure quality, David Henken
founded his own construction company, staffed with experienced craftsmen, to
build these demanding, labor-intensive homes.
At the same time, the relationship between the cooperative and Frank Lloyd
Wright deteriorated. The members were shocked at the cost of Wright’s own
houses, and began to question his commitment to the Usonian ideal of affordable housing for middle-class families. Two members had Wright prepare
preliminary designs for their homes, but after construction bids came in much
higher than his estimates, both clients switched to Aaron Resnick. Furthermore,
some members selected an architect, Kaneji Domoto, whose designs Wright
criticized but didn’t deﬁnitively reject. Usonia let the owners go ahead with
construction anyway, and Wright was upset.
The Design Panel, and David Henken in particular, was caught in the middle
of these conﬂicts. Henken was the chief intermediary between the cooperative
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and Wright, and he and Resnick were responsible for all aspects of design and
construction. Whenever anything went wrong, they got blamed.
In the summer of 1950, the Design Panel was formally dissolved, and the
board of directors assumed direct responsibility for the project.Wright’s relationship with the cooperative effectively ended, and thereafter he approved only a
few designs—none at all after 1952. By that time, however, well over half of the
47 planned homes had been completed or were under construction, and only 11
memberships remained to be sold.
In 1955, a majority of the members concluded that cooperative ownership
of individual homes discouraged prospective members, and Usonia Homes, A
Cooperative formed Usonia Homes Incorporated. The cooperative continued
to own the roads, community facilities, and 40 acres of green space, and community spirit remained strong. But the relationship with David Henken had
disintegrated into mutual recriminations and lawsuits. Henken and his father
resigned from the cooperative, although they continued to occupy their homes
and pay their share of communal expenses.
The last house of the original 47 was completed in 1964. By that time Usonia
was famous for both its site plan and the architecture of its individual houses.The
owners have continued to be enormously proud of their homes. Turnover is low,
and ownership of some properties has been passed on to a second generation.
David Henken died in 1987. One of the cooperative members, who had been
a severe critic of Henken in the 1950s, wrote: “David was our Moses. . . . He
led us out of the Egypt of New York City to the promised land of Mt. Pleasant.
And, like Moses, he was not given the privilege of implementing his dream. . .
. We, who beneﬁted from David’s dream, were able to bring up our families in
harmony with our environment and our neighbors.This was David’s conception
and we and our children will always be grateful to him. May he rest in peace.”
The architecture of Usonia remains under the control of the cooperative,
through its board of directors. Most of the original houses have been enlarged,
and a few have been substantially remodeled. Some of the later designs, while
indisputably sympathetic, do not strictly conform to Wright’s principles of organic architecture. Nonetheless, the basic integrity of the neighborhood has not
been compromised, and its preservation seems to be secure for the foreseeable
future.10
Conclusion: The Preservation of Historic Districts
All the suburban historic districts described here, with the exception of Mount
Vernon, are widely recognized for their historical and architectural distinction
and are highly valued by their residents. Four of them are listed on the National
Register of Historic Places: Rochelle Park and Rochelle Heights, Lawrence Park,
the central residential district of Katonah, and the core of the old village of Pound
Ridge. Others, such as Sparta and Usonia, may soon be added to the register.
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But recognition does not guarantee preservation. It is a popular misconception, for example, that listing on the National Register provides protection
to either individual properties or historic districts. On the contrary, individual
owners have the right to alter or even demolish buildings and to subdivide properties, as they see ﬁt. In Westchester County, only legislation at the local level can
be used to limit or prohibit unwanted change.
Residential districts may be somewhat protected by local zoning laws, which
generally adhere to the principle that residential and commercial uses should be
separated, and thus prevent the encroachment of businesses. Zoning laws may also
limit subdivision by specifying minimum lot sizes, but if these are smaller than the
properties of a historic neighborhood, the laws may actually encourage subdivision
and lead to the disruption or destruction of the traditional patterns of land use.
As a result, the desire to protect historic buildings and districts has often led
to the passage of local landmark laws. But legal protection is inevitably accompanied by legal control, usually through some agency of local government—for
example, a planning board or a landmarks commission.The regulations and procedures of such an agency can easily create tensions with property owners. Some
resist any limitations upon their individual property rights. Others acknowledge
the value of standards and limits, but ﬁnd the speciﬁc rules and processes unduly
onerous and bureaucratic, not to mention expensive to comply with.
Furthermore, several issues of preservation, both philosophical and practical,
are not yet completely resolved and tend to be contentious. For example, what
standards of appropriateness should be applied to new buildings constructed on
vacant properties in a historic district? Should new structures strictly resemble
their existing neighbors, or can their designs reﬂect more contemporary tastes?
Similarly, what changes in design and materials are permissible when altering
an existing building in a historic district? It appears to be generally agreed, for
instance, that clapboard siding shouldn’t be covered or replaced with vinyl or
aluminum, but there is far less of a consensus about substituting modern materials for original slate or ceramic tile rooﬁng.
At present, each municipality approaches these controversies independently
and not always consistently. There may be no better alternative. Making local
decisions to solve local problems may be the only way to achieve a workable
consensus for action. Communities are often motivated to pass restrictive landmark laws by a speciﬁc threat of inappropriate development. Such threats led
New Rochelle to provide landmark protection to Rochelle Park and Rochelle
Heights, and Ossining to do the same for Sparta.
In any event, there seems to be a growing sentiment that historic neighborhoods contribute signiﬁcantly to community identity and are worth preserving.
Just how preservation is to be achieved—whether by informal agreement or by
legal constraint—may vary from one community to another, but most of the
towns and cities in the county now have some kind of policy to protect the
treasures of their past.
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6.

The Suburban House

Frank E. Sanchis III

Looking back on my survey of architecture in Westchester County some 25
years ago, I am struck anew by the diversity and quality of its legacy.1 This is
especially true in terms of residential buildings. At the same time, I’m reminded
of the fragile nature of that legacy: at least 10 percent of the buildings I surveyed
are gone, including the Orlando Potter house in Ossining—illustrated in the
following edited excerpts from American Architecture,Westchester County, New York
reprinted for this volume—which was already being demolished while the book
was at the printers.
Change being the constant that it is, it’s interesting to look at the trends in
residential architecture that have developed over the past quarter century. One is
the ubiquitous “McMansions” that have sprung up all over the county. They are
easily identiﬁed by their fatal characteristic of being too big for their building
sites. On a ﬂat development lot, the houses just look uncomfortable, like they’re
hunching their shoulders so as not to bump into their neighbors. On a hillside,
the overall impression is of a chaotic jumble of buildings on top of one another.
Another trend is the popularity of the Victorian style for tract housing, which
seems to be edging in on “traditional” styles and angular, contemporary houses
with lots of glass.The “nouveau Victorians” are easy to spot too, since in addition
to their weird colors (think lavender) they all sport fancy verandas overlooking
lawns decorated with prefabricated gazebos. Many of the Victorian style details
don’t translate easily into vinyl siding, so the houses tend to be a little lighter on
geegaws than the real thing.
For some reason, “new urbanism,” in the form of self-sufﬁcient new communities, doesn’t seem to haven taken root in Westchester, probably because there
isn’t enough space left to build a new community. Nor does there appear to be
any sign of the “tear-down” phenomenon, wherein two (or three) adjacent small
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Orlando Potter residence.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

houses are torn down to be replaced by a single monster house on their combined lots. This has been particularly destructive to historic bungalow communities in other parts of the country. My guess is that the only place left for new
urbanism would be the far northern part of the county, where some large tracts
of land still remain; tear downs, on the other hand, could start anytime (if they
haven’t already) in the towns and cities of southern Westchester or the former
summer vacation communities on the Putnam County border.
Residential Buildings
Westchester is considered by most outsiders to be a county made up of primarily
of residential buildings; those who live in Westchester know better. It is nevertheless true that the domestic architecture of the county contains a wider range
of architectural styles and reﬂects the parade of changing tastes over a longer
period than any other single building type.
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Because of its long existence and strategic location,Westchester’s range of domestic buildings is of unusual quality and breadth.The county contains examples
of domestic buildings rarely found in other American counties at all, much less
side by side, where comparison can easily be made. Westchester’s earliest dwellings are among the oldest in the nation; its ﬁne estates rank with the very best to
be found; its stylistic examples through the years have often been the prototypes,
the forerunners, of a given style—the buildings that sparked trends throughout
the country and remain the ﬁnest extant examples.
Overall, domestic buildings are perhaps the best measure of people’s changing tastes and means. In Westchester’s domestic architecture, it is possible to trace
the county’s patterns of growth and development quite clearly: from its agricultural beginnings under the manor system through the founding of its ﬁrst
villages; on to the establishment of gracious country houses and the initial efforts of suburbanization and land subdivision; to the construction of vacation
communities and housing for factory workers; to the emergence of opulent
estates, cute little cottages on manicured lawns, tract housing, and apartments.
Westchester has them all.

1850–1900
So many new aspects of aesthetics, education, and technology were developing
in the second half of the nineteenth century, it is small wonder that such a great
abundance of new architectural styles appeared.
Often referred to and thought of under the blanket term “Victorian” because they occurred during Queen Victoria’s lengthy reign, the diverse styles
of this period share the common denominator of eclecticism, deﬁned by Water
C. Kidney in the title of his recent book as The Architecture of Choice. We should
consider here the desires that prompted this multiplicity and the conditions that
allowed it to happen.
The design of buildings before 1850 was heavily inﬂuenced by England, in
the earlier periods, and than by massive, national waves of interest in particular
styles. As we have seen, the antecedents of the Georgian style were the buildings
of the Italian Renaissance, as interpreted by English architectural designers. The
federal style moved one step further toward the principles of classical design
through its imitation of Roman prototypes. Greek revival, the ﬁrst of the revival
styles to sweep the nation, continued the trend toward classical purity by turning to ancient Greece. However, it was countered by the Romantic movement
and the widespread revival of its styles, in particular Gothic revival and Italianate
revival.
The designers who created the architecture of these broad stylistic trends
were often quite naïve in professional terms. Few trained architects existed, and
most houses were built by local masons and carpenters, who at ﬁrst copied architectural details out of builders’ guides; later, when architectural house pattern
books were published, they copied entire evaluations and plans. For the most

219 The Suburban House

part, the designs in these books were themselves the work of self-taught architectural designers. This is not to downgrade these obviously creative and inﬂuential people but simply to point out that the professional architect was not yet a
part of the scene, either in the United States or in Europe.Training was primarily
by apprenticeship, and knowledge of the architecture of other places depended
on a very few books; it was almost always secondhand, seen only through the
eyes of the writers and illustrators.
By mid-century things suddenly changed. Architecture had ﬁnally been elevated to professional status and numerous young American architects began to
travel through Europe for a ﬁrst-hand look at their architectural heritage. Some
were even able to attend the Ecole des Beaux Arts in Paris and receive professional training. By the end of the Civil War, the ﬁrst architectural schools were
opening in America, at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology, Columbia
University, and the University of Illinois.
Helped along by a Westchester resident, Dr. John W. Draper, of Hastings-onHudson, the technology of photography developed to the point where inexpensive and accurate photographs of foreign buildings could be included in books
and magazines. Growing libraries provided architects with easy access to details
about a great variety of styles.The resources available to newly trained architects
became far more extensive than ever before, as did those available to the general
public. As Harmon Goldstone and Martha Dalrymple have pointed out in their
book History Preserved, the prosperity following the Civil War produced a class of
architectural client who not only could afford to have a private house designed
but also was sophisticated enough in matters of taste to express his ideas and see
that his architect carried them out.
In the second half of the nineteenth century, increasing numbers of immigrants provided the labor force and the European construction and decoration
skills to produce structures as elaborate as the new clients wanted and the new
architects could design, and at fantastically low prices by today’s standards. Additionally, technology had advanced to the point where building materials were
readily available. This included not only dimensioned lumber but also a wealth
of standard component parts such as windows, doors, and architectural details of
every description.
The combination of all these factors permitted much more leeway in design
and much faster evolution of style: fads came and went with increasing rapidity
and were far less related to weighty considerations of national thinking, philosophical conceptions of democracy, or moralistic feelings. Styles were favored for
their appearance or nostalgic charm—a matter of taste.
Architects worked simultaneously in many styles and often incorporated elements of several styles into one building.Those that became popular were chieﬂy
European, but included some from the Middle East and the Orient as well. The
“architecture of choice” in some cases led to the development of original new
styles, in others to styles based on speciﬁc antecedents. Most of the latter were
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thoroughly eclectic and became associated with speciﬁc kinds of buildings: the
neoclassical revival, for example, with public and civic buildings, and the colonial
revival with expensive private homes. It all began just before the Civil War, with
the ﬁrst architects returning from the Ecole des Beaux Arts.
The High Victorian Gothic Style
The High Victorian Gothic style was used more frequently for commercial, religious, and public buildings than for domestic buildings. Popular from the end
of the Civil War into the 1890s, it is characterized by its use of Gothic details,
combination of different ﬁnish materials, use of polychromy—mixing materials of different colors together to create patterns—and complex roof lines and
massings.
Domestic examples of the High Victorian Gothic style share certain decorative characteristics with domestic buildings of other styles and are often confused with them.The typical High Victorian Gothic style roof, for example, is of
a steeply hipped or gable shape. It is sheathed in slate shingles worked into patterns and topped with metal cresting and ﬁnials. Consequently, this type of roof
is confused with the French Second Empire mansard roof, which is handled in
a similar manner. The mansard roof, however, almost always has a distinguishing
curved ridge line.
Like Gothic revival buildings, High Victorian Gothic buildings incorporate
lancet windows and other Gothic details. The ornamentation on Gothic revival buildings, however, has a more decorative character, while High Victorian
Gothic ornamentation looks more structural. A Gothic revival gable end, for
example, will be decorated with an elaborate carved bargeboard, purely ornamental and casting intricate shadows. A gable end in a High Victorian Gothic
building generally features intersecting wood braces—not really structural, perhaps, but looking it.
The High Victorian Gothic style and the Queen Anne style, which followed
it, are frequently confused because they both combine various different building materials. In the High Victorian Gothic style, the combination is one of related building materials, such as brick and stone, or two different kinds of stone;
Queen Anne buildings, however, feature combinations of wood and masonry.
Also, the Queen Anne style does not make use of pointed arches.
Like most of the other styles of its period, the High Victorian Gothic uses
machine-made component building parts. In applied decoration, proportion,
and general massing, however, its persistent verticality and angularity distinguish
this style from the others most effectively.
The Potter house, located just north of Ossining on a site overlooking the
Hudson River, is a building that eclectically incorporates some of the details
previously discussed from other styles with others that are genuinely High Victorian Gothic.2 Remodeled from a farmhouse in 1876, the large building fea-
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tures a mansard roof on one of its towers, in the French Second Empire style.
The bargeboards in the eaves and the label moldings over the windows are both
details in the Gothic revival style.
In wood construction, the development of ornament by the addition of ﬂat
wood boards to the surface of the outside wall, particularly on the diagonal,
has recently been identiﬁed as an entire substyle—the Stick style. Referring to
Downing’s principles of exposure of structural members, its purported intent
was structural clarity; in truth, it was purely decorative.
The detailing of the porte cochere, however, is typical High Victorian Gothic, in the geometric character of the applied-wood decoration at the top of the
support columns and the angular, machine-made appearance of the component
parts. The contrast with the handling of the bargeboards is apparent. Originally
called Riverdale Farm, the estate was called Eagle Park while owned by the Potter family in the late 1800s; in the twentieth century the property was acquired
by the Dominican Sisters. At that time the name was changed to Marian Hall,
and the building was used as a convent. It is part of an extensive complex built on
the site, which includes the Mary Immaculate School. The curious ﬂat-topped
conﬁguration of the higher tower is unexplained—there is no record of its having had a mansard roof, although visually it seems as though it should have.
The Towle house was built in 1872, one of the ﬁrst dwellings erected by
the Larchmont Manor Company.3 The building is a retardetaire example of the
Gothic revival style, as evidenced by its use of fancy wood bargeboards in the
gable ends, complete with pendants and ﬁnials. It serves as a contrast to the
contemporary Stebbins B. Quick house in North Salem, which was designed in
the High Victorian Gothic style and has hardly changed at all, as an illustration
from Sharf ’s History of Westchester County shows.4 The barn remains as well, and
both form a backdrop for the locally famous “balanced rock,” a large boulder
set down on a strand of smaller stones by receding glaciers. The Quick house,
which has a typically compact, starchy look about it, has metal cresting along the
top of its roofs and incorporates the popular decorative motif of crossed wood
members in the gable ends.
On a completely different scale is Glenview, the John Bond Trevor house in
Yonkers.5 Glenview is constructed of gray stone, locally quarried, and is accented with contrasting string courses of Ohio sandstone. A two-and-a-half-story
building dating from 1876 to 1877, it features an 84-foot-high tower, capped
in a steeply sloping, extremely high hipped roof. The building formerly had a
veranda running along the west face, which commands a ﬁne view of the Hudson River. The entrance porch, facing south, remains from a full-width veranda
on that elevation. The steeply hipped roofs of the main body of the building are
pierced by 10 dormers, which have similar hipped roofs. Originally slate, the
roof is now covered with composition shingles.The design, fairly restrained for a
major residence of this period, which produced ﬂamboyant examples, was done
by Charles W. Clinton, of the New York ﬁrm of Clinton and Russell. Orna-
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Frank Towle residence.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

mentation of the exterior walls is limited to the sandstone string courses, shaped
window lintels, and a series of rosettes of the same material. An article on the
building in the Yonkers Statesman of August 3, 1877, entitled, “Mr. Trevor’s New
Residence,” claimed it “combined all the aesthetic qualities and conveniences of
modern architecture . . . and, considered in all its parts, it is one of the ﬁnest residences on the banks of the Hudson.” The interior of Glenview is in the Eastlake
style, with notable woodwork executed by Daniel Pabst, a cabinetmaker from
Philadelphia. It remains in excellent condition and can be seen by the public.
The Trevor house, which is listed on the National Register of Historic Places,
was purchased by the City of Yonkers in 1923, and became a part of The Hudson
River Museum in 1968 when a striking new building designed by the Sherwood
Mills Smith partnership was added to it. While of a completely different and
contemporary style, the geometric conﬁgurations of the new poured-concrete
museum building work well with Glenview, which is utilized as a house museum
on the lower ﬂoors and as museum ofﬁces upstairs.Together the buildings present
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No. 27 Central Avenue, Tarrytown.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

an excellent example of adaptive reuse of an existing structure, and its integration
with a new building designed as a separate entity in harmony with—not subordinated to, in conﬂict with, or overpowering—an older building.
The High Victorian Gothic style was also inﬂuenced by the Middle East. In
cities like New York, palazzos in the Venetian style, full of Eastern shapes and details, became popular in the 1870s. Much of this was the result of two important
publications in 1849 and 1851–53 by John Ruskin, The Seven Lamps of Architecture and The Stones of Venice, respectively. His inﬂuence on Victorian architecture
was principally through the use of color, which he advised be obtained by the
use of naturally colored stones, and of shapes from the Venetian buildings that he
gave as examples of paragons of architectural expression. While there are large
country houses in the High Victorian Gothic style with a distinctly Middle
Eastern character, notably the estate of Frederic Church, Olana, built in 1874
in Hudson, New York, there are a few examples in Westchester. An unexpected
one is the two-story porch attached to an otherwise nonstylistic house in Tarrytown, at 27 Central Avenue.6 The porch has an Eastern “keyhole” opening for
the main arch and pierced-screen carving on the inﬁll panel in the peak of the
gable, which casts intricate shadows on the surface behind.The triple columns, it
should be noted, are similar to those on the Towle house in Larchmont.
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The Richardsonian Romanesque and the Queen Anne Styles
The High Victorian Gothic and French Second Empire styles dominated the
1860s and 1870s, and it was during the latter period that the pioneer buildings
of the succeeding styles were constructed: in 1872, Henry Hobson Richardson’s
Romanesque-style Trinity Church, in Boston; and in 1873, Richard Norman
Shaw’s New Zealand Chambers, in London, in the Queen Anne style.
The Romanesque style of the 1870s, 1880s, and 1890s was greatly affected
in the United States by the way Richardson worked with it. It is not generally
handled as an academic revival style, although it was, on occasion, given the full
treatment, with careful attention devoted to prototype, scale, and precise reproduction of detail. Richardson, who had studied at the Ecole des Beaux Arts in
Paris, was familiar enough with the exact appearance of Romanesque buildings.
His own designs (in his early days, he also designed in the High Victorian Gothic
and French Second Empire styles), however, evolved from a more or less academic reproduction of Romanesque elements, as at Trinity Church, to his own
personal style, using stone within its structural limitations and in combination
with Romanesque details.
The Richardsonian Romanesque style is recognizable by its low, semicircular
arches and thick walls, executed in rock-faced stone. A favorite design feature is
the use of short, stubby columns in highly polished, contrasting stone. Of course,
Richardson’s style was interpreted in many other ways by other architects, and
whereas his buildings were almost exclusively of stone, one of the most common building materials in the Romanesque style was brick. Natural terra-cotta
panels, glazed-tile polychromy, slate, and sandstone were also popular, a holdover
from the style of the High Victorian Gothic.
Richardsonian Romanesque was a very popular style for large public buildings, and was also used for city townhouses; it was used less for country houses.
Good examples in Westchester are primarily nondomestic buildings. They include the railroad stations in Mamaroneck and Dobbs Ferry, Saint Mary’s Church
and rectory in Yonkers, and the parish hall of Trinity Church in New Rochelle.
These are covered in their respective sections.
Westchester is full of excellent examples, however, of the Queen Anne style,
which, as opposed to the Richardsonian Romanesque, was used most widely in
domestic buildings. Developed by Richard Norman Shaw, an English architect,
Queen Anne combined the massing and scale of medieval English domestic
buildings with classical Renaissance details. An intimate, comfortable, informal
style, it offered a change from the rather cold and pretentious designs of the
High Victorian Gothic and French Second Empire styles.
The Queen Anne style is characterized by a restless assortment of different
geometric forms—triangles, cubes, cylinders, cones, and semicircles—in gables
and cross gables, projected bays, turrets and porches, chimneys, and roofs ﬁlled
with dormers. In contrast to the verticality of the preceding styles, Queen Anne
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has a more balanced appearance; its extremely busy composition stresses neither
the vertical nor the horizontal.
The exteriors of Queen Anne buildings combine different building materials, such as wood and stone, wood and brick, brick and stone, or clapboards and
shingles. The complicated resulting surface is further embellished with a profusion of turned component parts and cut-out and applied details.
W. Knight Sturges, in his article, “The Long Shadow of Norman Shaw,” for
the Journal of the Society of Architectural Historians (December 1950), points out
that the “curious bay window subdivided into a small scale Palladian motive
. . . is practically the hallmark of the Queen Anne.” Sturges also mentions that
Shaw’s work ﬁrst began to be published in the United States in 1876, our centennial year.
It has been suggested by Vincent Scully, in his book The Shingle Style, that the
antiquarianism of the Queen Anne kindled Americans’ interest in their own colonial period. The timing of its introduction was certainly appropriate in terms
of public interest in the national heritage, and American colonial buildings, like
Queen Anne buildings, used classical and Renaissance details. In the following
years, interest in the colonial period grew, and developed in the 1880s and 1890s
into a full-scale colonial revival.
There are, additionally, elements of the Queen Anne style that are similar to
those of the Richardsonian Romanesque style, which sometimes lead to confusion between the two. These include the use of round-arched forms and the
mixture of materials. The latter is especially confusing in masonry buildings and
is not encountered a great deal in suburban Westchester, where Queen Anne was
generally interpreted in wood.
The rectory of Christ Episcopal Church in Rye is a rare Westchester example
constructed entirely of masonry, and does more than illustrate the similarities
between Queen Anne and Richardsonian Romanesque—it mixes the two styles
together into a unique hybrid.7 Erected in 1878, only two years after the centennial exposition, the building was designed by the ﬁrm of McKim, Mead and
Bigelow, which shortly thereafter became McKim, Mead and White. The shape
of the building is quite simple, incorporating minimally ornamented projecting
wings with steep gabled roofs. The roofs were originally sheathed in gray slate,
but have been re-covered in asphalt. An entrance porch on the north elevation
is considerably livelier in appearance; it features a Tudor arch and is roofed in red
tiles. The shallow projecting bay window at the rear of the building is topped by
a corbeled gable with an inset brick pattern of little squares, and is more typically
Queen Anne. The rectory’s ﬁne stonework, of rock-faced granite blocks with
very narrow joints tinted red, was of obvious concern to the designers and is in
the Richardsonian Romanesque style.
In the same year that his ﬁrm completed the Christ Church rectory, a design
by William Rutherford Mead acting independently was completed in Peekskill.
The wood house, in the Queen Anne style, was designed for Dwight Stiles Her-
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30 Hamilton Avenue, Ossining.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

rick, a classmate of Mead’s at Amherst College.8 Like the Christ Church rectory,
the building is an early example of its style in the United States. It is similar
to the rectory, and different from most later Queen Anne buildings, in that it
does not use any curved forms in towers, windows, or projected bays. In typical
Queen Anne fashion, however, it has a substantial tower at the rear corner. In
keeping with the angular design, the tower is octagonal.
A veranda, running along this entire south side of the building and accessible
from the ﬂoor-length, ground-ﬂoor windows, has been removed. The Queen
Anne interest in decorative woodwork is seen in the treatment of the bay window on the front elevation. Panels of diagonal boarding are played against sections
of clapboarded walls; the second ﬂoor incorporates both square-cut and octagonal wood shingles, and the uncomfortably located bargeboard, tight against the
building, is decorated with incised motifs and round holes.The Herrick house is
now open to the public as the Chester A. Smith Memorial Museum.
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With the growth of Westchester as a suburban location in the 1880s and
1890s, large numbers of Queen Anne houses were built throughout the county.
Many towns, like Katonah, Peekskill, and New Rochelle, contain block after
block of these buildings, and in many areas the integrity of the blocks still remains. Ossining and Mount Vernon in particular have many ﬁne examples, from
which a few have been selected for discussion here.
Hamilton Avenue, overlooking the Hudson River in Ossining from just
north of the correctional institution, has a string of Queen Anne houses, of
which the most outstanding is probably number 30.9 A full-blown example, it
incorporates multiple pediments, tripartite windows, projected porches, and a
round tower, at the rear, with a magniﬁcent view. The right-hand side of the
front elevation is of particular interest for the way in which each ﬂoor is projected out beyond the ﬂoor below, and the way in which they all relate to the
full-height, curved bay containing the stair. The house also makes extensive use
of round-bottomed, ﬁsh-scale shingles. Undocumented, the building most likely
dates from the 1880s.
More toward the center of town is Ellis Place, a street that a group of interested citizens has proposed to the village of Ossining for designation as a historic
district. The house at 15 Ellis Place was built by the locally prominent Foshay
family in 1892 and has the same basic rear tower arrangement as the Hamilton
Avenue building.10 However, this tower is topped with an onion dome, which
looks extremely heavy for the thin posts that support it. The building features
two symmetrically placed pediments rather than one and has an eyebrow (swept)
dormer in the roof, a feature often incorporated in Richardsonian Romanesque
buildings. The curving porch is similar to many built in the ensuing years up
through the 1920s.
In Mount Vernon, the twin buildings at 128 and 132 West Second Street
feature matching square towers, topped with ogee roofs.11 In a curious arrangement of forms, two large chimneys are located dead center on the front
elevations. Their brickwork is embellished with inset terra-cotta panels on the
ﬁrst and second ﬂoors, as can be seen in the building where the porch is not
enclosed.
Summit Avenue is an entire street of Queen Anne houses; number 111 and
number 122 are good examples of what it offers.12 Stylistic features worth noting
are the prominent porches, the diagonal placement of projecting dormers and
porches, and the continuing experimentation with turret roofs.
A striking example of the Queen Anne style is the Bussing house on East
Lincoln Avenue, constructed in 1896.13 Designed by Mount Vernon architects
Lawrence and Ringrose, the building retains even the glass balls in the ﬁnials that
[opposite, top] 15 Ellis Place, Ossining.
[bottom] 128–132 W. Second Street, Mount Vernon.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.
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ornament its roof. Better yet, the original carriage house, complete with horse
stalls, still stands behind the house. The decorative elements of the residence are
quite incredible: plumply rounded columns with acornlike capitals support the
porch, which at the entrance has a projected gable decorated with a sunburst
pattern and a carved cartouche; projected gables over polygonal bays are supported on carved brackets further embellished with Adam-style garlands. These
details, with a distinct colonial revival feeling, reﬂect the building’s late construction date. They make an interesting comparison with the more traditional
Queen Anne details of the buildings on Summit Avenue. Particularly noteworthy are the dormers, with their inward curving side walls—a popular decorative
device in the shingle style.
The re-sided building at 368 Washington Street, Peekskill, with its broad
arches, ogee-domed tower roof, and pierced-screen porch decoration, proves
that the strong forms of the Queen Anne style can survive the smooth coatings
of later periods and still get their message across.14
The Shingle Style
A domestic style popular concurrently with the Richardsonian Romanesque
and the Queen Anne styles was the shingle style. It shared more characteristics
in common with Queen Anne, utilizing a mixture of stone and wood shingles
for exterior surfaces.The interiors of shingle style buildings, like those of Queen
Anne buildings, incorporated open plans, as opposed to the compartmentalized interiors of the preceding Victorian styles, and emphasized the use of the
entrance foyer as a functioning room of the house—a “living hall.” The typical
living hall featured a ﬁreplace, an open staircase, and a large window, either at
the ﬁrst landing of the stair or in a bay of its own, with a window seat. The effect of the living hall was extremely cozy, and it was often the focus of the entire
house plan.
In contrast to Queen Anne, the shingle style was more restrained in appearance: excessive detailing and decorative patterning on the exterior were
eliminated; shingles were either left natural, stained, or painted with dark colors;
massing was greatly simpliﬁed, with massive circular tower and long, sweeping lines replacing the broken-up appearance of the Queen Anne style. Swept
dormers (also called eyebrow dormers) conformed to this feeling of unity by
swelling out of the plane of the roof, rather than interrupting it as conventional
dormers did.The roof, in fact, became a dominating feature and was visually tied
into the walls by the use of identical wood shingles on both surfaces.

[opposite, top] 111 Summit Avenue, Mount Vernon.
[bottom] Bussing residence.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.
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Carriage house (Tahoma).
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

The clean, low-slung lines of the shingle style are particularly appropriate
for seaside settings, and indeed the style was developed and widely used in New
England. Richardson worked to some degree in the shingle style, but it was
McKim, Mead and White who popularized it in the 1880s and 1890s. Tahoma,
designed by them as the residence of ﬁnancier Charles Osborn, is appropriately
located on the shore of Long Island Sound in Mamaroneck. Stanford White was
the partner in charge.
The Osborn house, occupied in recent years by the Mamaroneck Beach
Cabana and Yacht Club, was badly damaged in a ﬁre in 1972. It was immediately
renovated, and the extent of the alterations is clearly apparent in comparing
views of the building before and after the ﬁre: only the lower segment of the
double tower at the north end of the building remains. This, however, retains its
large entrance arch and illustrates the way that popular feature was worked into
the rambling overall style. The allusion to towers of French chateaux is rather
more literal than usually encountered in the developed shingle style. The barns
and gatehouse at the Osborn house remain more or less unchanged. The barns
are of particular interest, with a shingled tower and arched wall openings ﬁlled
with spindled screens—a Queen Anne touch.
The extraordinary house created in the early 1890s for Mr. Edwin K. Martin,
on Park Hill in Yonkers, is a more vertically oriented shingle style building than
is generally encountered, but is appropriately designed for its hillside setting.
Known as Overcliff, the building has walls constructed of stone, but practically
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obscured visually by the overwhelming amount of shingled roof surfaces. The
building is dominated by an enormous round tower, with a conical, shingled
roof, which is clearly visible from much of southern Yonkers. All the roofs of the
building are very steep, and some of the roof planes are extended downward as
much as three stories.The porte cochere, with its curved eave and eyebrow dormers, is quite different in feeling from the angular other roofs. The introduction
of lancet-shaped openings into the masonry front wall of the building is another
unusual note in this highly individualistic residence, the architect of which is
not known.
Mr. Martin was president of the American Real Estate Company, which developed Park Hill as a community for the well-to-do.To simplify access from the
Putnam Division train station at the bottom of Park Hill, an inclined cog-style
“elevator” was built, with upper and lower elevator houses containing waiting
rooms. The upper house, designed in the shingle style, is located 60 feet north
of Overcliff. Its most visible feature today is a rustic, covered entranceway at the
street line, connected to the actual elevator house by a bridge. Both the upper
and lower elevator houses still stand and are now used as residences.The inclined
track, however, has disappeared.
The popularity of the shingle style lasted for quite some time, as evidenced
by the 1918 construction of Nunatucks, the estate of the Hall family in the town
of Greenburgh. Located startlingly close to Central Park Avenue for the serene
feeling of the property, Nunatucks is set amid extensive landscaped grounds and
woods. The building is a long, sweeping affair, the ﬁrst ﬂoor of stone and the
second ﬂoor of shingle, covered by hipped roofs. The massing is simple, and the
feeling very low-slung and horizontal, ﬁtting easily into the site. The lack of
curves or turrets in the building removes it in visual terms from the prototypical image of shingle style buildings. Nunatucks is now owned by Westchester
County and is open to the public as the Greenburgh Nature Center.

1900–1930
the middle class
A great deal of residential construction took place in the early part of the twentieth century, greatly assisted by the improving service on the railroads and the
invention and reﬁnement of the automobile. Land began to be developed intensively throughout the lower county, and the differences between that area and
the more northern sections, which remained rural, became well deﬁned. Large
sections of villages like Bronxville, Pelham, Scarsdale, and New Rochelle were
subdivided and assumed the appearance they have today: at the end of the nineteenth century they were characterized by farms and estates; by the late 1920s
they were largely built up as suburbs.
The popular image of Westchester as an exclusive suburban community was
largely acquired as a result of the buildings constructed at this time for afﬂuent
upper-middle-class people.To satisfy their needs, an entire group of “social” resi-
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dential architects developed—talented designers such as Louis Bowman, Bates
and How, Delano and Aldrich, Penrose V. Stout, and Donn Barber. They created
houses in a variety of historical styles, with a comfortable, traditional appeal.
Colonial revival, and the medieval revival styles, Tudor and Elizabethan, were
favorites, with the Spanish colonial revival style gaining in popularity in the ’20s.
The neoclassical revival style, used primarily for public buildings, was occasionally used for domestic buildings as well.
These distinctive dwellings were characterized by their comfort and elegance,
which reﬂected the background of their designers, who were among the last
group of architects to receive Beaux Arts training.The international style, which
developed in the late 1920s, involved a completely different philosophy based on
functionalism and mechanical expression rather than on historicism.
The Colonial Revival Style
The Colonial revival style, as has been mentioned, combined the classical and
Renaissance forms and details of the Georgian and federal styles. Like their early
American counterparts, the domestic buildings of the colonial revival style were
generally constructed of wood or brick. On wood buildings, the exterior was
usually sheathed in clapboard. Brick, when used, was red, to contrast with white
wood or stone trim. On large houses, two-story pedimented porticos were a favored feature. Building plans were rectangular and the treatment of façades strictly
symmetrical, with the exception, perhaps, of a porch to one side. Roofs were of
the gable, gambrel, or hipped types, with dormers and prominent chimneys.
An elegant example of the style is the Havemeyer house, in Irvington.15 A
restrained, two-story brick house, it features a hipped roof with a deck, dormers,
and a simple entrance porch with carefully executed classical details. Designed
by Delano and Aldrich and constructed in 1907, the house is primarily federal
style in the treatment of the dormers, the shuttered windows, the entrance-door
transom, and the Flemish-brick wall; yet, it does not really look like a federal
house. One reason, characteristic of most colonial revival structures, is its large
scale—the buildings of the twentieth century, in order to conform to modern
living demands, are often substantially larger than their eighteenth- and nineteenth-century prototypes.
The Ott residence and the Smithers residence, located near each other just
east of White Plains, are examples of colonial revival houses featuring porticos.16
The popularity of this type lived on well beyond the 1920s, and it became the
standard for rather expensive tract houses of the ’50s, ’60s, and ’70s—everyone’s
favorite “southern colonial.” Comparison of the porticos on these buildings with
[opposite, top] Havemeyer House.
[bottom] Charles Smithers residence. Photo by David Sanger.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.
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Roy H. Ott residence. Photo by David Sanger.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

the porticos of elaborate examples of the federal style, such as Beechwood in
Scarborough, and then with Greek revival porticos, such as those on Lounsberry
in Rye, shows the similarity in ornament and in scale of the colonial revival and
the federal versions. While both styles were based on classical precedents, the
federal porticos are much lighter in feeling and more attenuated in proportion.
The similarity in the detailing of the porticos on the brick Ott house and the
wood Smithers house, both built circa 1920, is obvious. An interesting difference
between them is the type of window used in the pediments: shield-shaped in the
Ott house, oval in the Smithers house. The former is now used as the ofﬁce of
the adjacent Baptist church; the latter serves as Education House, the headquarters of the White Plains Board of Education.
The main house at Muscoot Farm, a county park facility in the town of
Somers, has a portico very similar to the previous two examples.17 However, it was
added to the existing structure, which dates from the 1870s. The large house was
moved to its present site from a nearby location in 1898 because of the encroachment of the Croton Reservoir. In 1926 the portico was added, along with the sun
porches, porte cochere, and rear extension, to bring the building up to date in the
current style.The pediment window is a simple lunette. In 1968 the house and accompanying barns and outbuildings were acquired by the county and converted
to a park facility. The house exterior was extensively restored in 1976.
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The Medieval Revival Style
To many people, the medieval revival style is embodied by one word: Tudor.
Actually, the style includes three separate English revivals. The ﬁrst is Tudor revival, based on Tudor architecture from roughly 1500 to 1550. It uses the fourcentered Gothic arch, commonly known as the Tudor arch, and half-timbering
combined with brick construction. The second is Elizabethan revival. Derived
from Elizabethan architecture, roughly 1550 to 1600, this combines Gothic and
Renaissance forms and details with the half-timbering and brick construction
of Tudor architecture. The third is Jacobean revival. Jacobean architecture, dating
roughly from 1600 to 1650, used Renaissance forms and details almost exclusively. The basic construction was almost always brick trimmed with stone.
The unfortunate tendency of the revivals of these various styles of English
medieval architecture was to combine them. It is therefore nearly impossible at
times to pinpoint the particular style of a given building. However, the medieval
revival style is easily recognized, and that blanket term is therefore the most
acceptable.
In cases where the style is applied to a building type that has no relation
whatsoever to a type that existed in the medieval period, or where the application of the stylistic elements is handled in a clearly superﬁcial, decorative manner, it is further advisable to apply the preﬁx “pseudo” to the stylistic name and
drop the word “revival,” which indicates a deeper level of involvement. Hence,
a gasoline station with medieval half-timbering would be referred to as pseudomedieval in style. This system of nomenclature applies as well to the colonial
revival and Spanish colonial revival styles, which both lasted, in a watered-down
form, long beyond the period when they could be classiﬁed as serious revivals
and were both incorporated on a wide range of building types.
The medieval revival style has probably become more closely identiﬁed with
Scarsdale than with any other Westchester community, and not completely by
accident. The design inclinations of local home builders were encouraged by
the design of numerous public and commercial buildings in the medieval idiom.
Scarsdale has an ofﬁce building, a theater, a train station, and a gas station that
are all designed in the pseudo-medieval style. Still, the village is far from having
a countywide monopoly on the style. There is, for example, the huge medieval
revival house in Larchmont built about 1904 for Jackson Gouraud.18 Since 1926
the clubhouse of the Larchmont Shore Club, the building was for a time the
residence of the Schaefer family of beer fame and fortune. The rambling house,
which parallels the shoreline, is multigabled, and its exterior wall surface is completely covered in half-timbering. Originally called, somewhat incongruously, La
Hacienda, the building retains its architectural integrity but is now approached
across a large, paved parking lot rather than a spacious manicured lawn. It is an unusual building for Larchmont Manor, which is composed primarily of buildings
in late nineteenth-century Victorian Gothic, Queen Anne, and shingle styles.
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One of the main proponents of the medieval revival style in Westchester was
Louis Bowman. A resident of Bronxville, he designed many homes in that village, including his own house, at 9 Elm Rock Road. Another ﬁrm, Bates and
How, whose work in the colonial revival and shingle styles we have already seen,
also worked extensively in the medieval revival style. The efforts of both ﬁrms
are represented in the buildings at Sarah Lawrence College.
Bates and How designed Westlands, the Lawrence residence, in 1915.19
When William Van Duzer Lawrence founded Sarah Lawrence College in 1928
in memory of his wife, the house became the administration building. It presently stands at one end of the central mall around which much of the campus
is organized. The dark red brick building, with contrasting white stone trim, is
dominated by tall, clustered chimneys.
Nearby is the president’s house, designed by Louis Bowman in 1921.20
A good deal of creative thinking went into the massing and juxtaposition of
forms in the building, which are not derived from the English tradition but
from the architect’s own design concepts. Particularly notable is the play of
the round entrance bay, with its conical roof, against the thrusting form of
the clustered chimney and the low, sweeping form of the adjacent roof on the
opposite side.
The appearance of the medieval revival style in the 1930s and ’40s is illustrated by two houses in Pelham Manor, located on Townsend Avenue. The
ﬁrst is at 205, the other at the corner of Plymouth Street.21 Better categorized
as pseudo-medieval, they show the popular adaptation of medieval forms to
buildings designed on a speculative basis. The design elements here are used
purely as decoration; half-timbering is applied without logic or purpose. Tall
brick chimneys are placed strictly for visual effect, and features from fairly
distant styles, such as round Norman towers with conical roofs, are added for
good measure.
The promotional brochure distributed for the Cotswold housing development in Scarsdale explains that the name was “suggested by the Cotswold Hills
section of England, well known to artists and architects the world over as one
of the most interesting districts in that country because of its ﬁne examples of
English country homes, built from three to ﬁve hundred years ago in the style
of the Tudor period.”22 It goes on to assure the buyer that, despite their medieval look, the Scarsdale houses are equipped with all the latest features and
conveniences.
A total of 180 building sites were provided on a 70-acre tract, with the
high density of the development reduced visually by an irregular street pattern.
The layout also takes advantage of the uneven topography of the land, which
slopes downward rather sharply toward Central Avenue, the western boundary
of the development. Located along streets with names like Chedworth Road
and Cotswold Way are a group of houses of varying sizes and elaborateness that
are uniﬁed by their material, massing, and details. Most have prominent pro-
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Corner of Plymouth Street, Pelham Manor.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

jected gables and dormers peeking out of steep roofs. Some have half-timbering applied to the wall surface; others make the most of varying brick patterns.
Some are ﬁnished in stucco and have diamond-pane windows; others feature
prominent clustered chimneys.
The landscaping in the Cotswold development is of primary importance: the
cozy appearance of many of the buildings would be greatly diminished were
they not cuddled into a variety of carefully clipped shrubs. The heavy planting
also greatly diminishes the apparent density of the project.
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[top] Corner of Plymouth Street and Townsend Avenue, Pelham Manor.
[bottom] Dunmovin, 19 Cottswald Way.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

[top] 20 Hadden Road.
[bottom] One Campden Road.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

Technological Innovation: The Prefabricated House
One generally thinks of prefabricated houses as being a product of the twentieth
century—and the recent part of the twentieth at that. It comes than as a surprise
to learn that prefabricated houses of sorts were available before 1900. A Practical
Guide to Prefabricated Houses, by A. L. Carr, published in 1947, lists various kinds
of prefabs as follows:
a. Precut method: all measuring and sawing done at the factory, with assembly
at the site
b. Panel method: precut and sawed, and preassembled into panels (walls,
ﬂoors, roof, etc.) as large as eight feet by twenty-one feet
c. Sectional method: sections of buildings assembled, joined at the site
d. Complete assembly (for surprisingly large houses)
e. Cast concrete: panels or sections
The precut and panel methods were established by the 1890s: the precut
method for full-sized houses, the panel method for smaller buildings like chicken coops, playhouses, and vacation homes. In 1913 Grosvenor Atterbury used
a system of hollow-cored, precast concrete panels for his low-cost Russell Sage
Housing Project in Forest Hills (which turned into the most sought-after highincome address in Queens). Sectional assembly methods during the 1920s and
’30s were limited only by the size of the section—the familiar split-in-half mobile home of today, with its two trailer-sized halves united at the ﬁnal site, is a
current example of complete assembly. In the ’30s, modular wall and ﬁber boards
were developed in 4-by 8-foot sheet size, giving the building construction trade
a formula to build by that is still standard.
The house at 24 Flint Avenue, in Larchmont, is an example of a prefabricated building system developed by the Hodgson Company of Boston and New
York.23 As early as 1892, Hodgson was selling houses in units. By World War I,
they were in full swing, producing 6-foot-long units consisting of walls, ﬂoor,
roof, and ceiling in varying widths of 12, 18, or 24 feet. Gable ends and interior
partitions were available as separate pieces, as were hipped ell sections containing roof intersections and permitting a 90-degree turn in plan. The prospective
owner could act as his own architect, composing the sections as he desired, or
he could follow standard plans published by the company. A catalogue printed
about 1918 lists 6-by-12-foot units at $110 and ells at $125. Gable ends were
$55, and more stylish hipped ends $65. The completed building could be embellished with prefabricated porches, windows, shutters, doors, screens, awnings,
and trellises, all at additional listed costs.
Unaltered Hodgson houses are most easily recognized by the battens that
were applied over the joints between 6-foot units; these no longer exist on the
Larchmont example.The exterior ﬁnish was of horizontal cedar siding. Interiors
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[top] 24 Flint Avenue, Larchmont.
[bottom] The David Swope residence.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

were ﬁnished in Celotex “Artic” boards, and ﬂoors were pine or ﬁr. Units arrived at the site with the ceilings and walls painted and the ﬂoors sanded and
shellacked. In 1947, delivery time was 4 months, and prices ranged from $900
for a studio with kitchen and bath to $19,000 for a 15-room house with 4
baths, 2 porches, and a connecting greenhouse, not including small extras like
excavation, foundation, assembly, wiring, heating, and kitchen ﬁxtures! Hodgson
houses were typically designed in a slightly colonial fashion, especially when the
owner included a porch in the scheme.
Sears, Roebuck and Company sold more than 100,000 precut houses between 1909 and 1937. A local example is the Sears, Roebuck rectory of Grace
Episcopal Church in Hastings, built in 1932, designed in a vaguely medieval
idiom.24 The porch, the most expressive element of the building, is an addition;
the prefab part, seen from the rear in the photograph, is relieved only by the 3
spiky wall dormers that break up the elevation. Sears buildings arrived at the site
complete with nails and a free set of plans.
The David Swope residence in Ossining was recognized in the “Design
Trend” section of the May 1938 issue of Architectural Record, a leading architectural magazine.25 The trend involved was the use of modular plywood panels for
structure as well as for interior and exterior ﬁnishes. “Wet,” or masonry, construction was conﬁned to the foundations, the ﬁreplace, and the chimney. The
construction method was noted for its simplicity and economy. The exterior
design, an exercise in massing hipped-roof elements and arranging stock casement windows on otherwise blank façades, is extremely stark and anticipates the
look of so many inexpensive post–World War II houses on tract subdivisions.
In recent years, the exterior has been re-sided and a screen porch added; both
alterations impart a new scale to the exterior but have not affected the original
massing.
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7.

Suburban Transportation Redeﬁned
America’s First Parkway

Barbara Troetel

On a lovely spring day, the banks of the Bronx River and its lakes are surrounded by people grateful to ﬁnd a pastoral refuge amid a crowded urban
environment. As they amble under the canopy of its beautiful old trees, feeding the ducks, few give any thought to the creation of the wooded glade that
runs serenely along the busy highway. On the other side of the lakes, drivers
navigate the twists and turns of the Bronx River Parkway, alternately admiring
the verdant valley and fretting over the slow pace required by its narrow lanes
and many curves. They too take for granted the existence of a parkway within
a landscaped valley.1
Neither the drivers nor the strollers are cognizant of the conﬂuence of personalities and events that transformed a ﬁlthy, open sewer of a river into a model
for urban river restoration and preservation—and in the process created the ﬁrst
parkway in America.The Herculean task required men with imagination, perseverance, and the ability to see beyond the polluted and decayed Bronx River valley of the 1890s. As the Bronx Parkway Commissioners, Madison Grant,William
White Niles, and James G. Cannon, walked the length of the river from Kensico
Dam in Valhalla to the Bronx Park, they knew if measures were not taken soon,
all would be lost.
The passage of the 1907 Bronx Parkway Commission Act had a dual purpose. First was to reclaim the Bronx River from its intolerable condition as an
“open sewer,” thereby protecting New York City’s parks and land adjacent to the
river in Westchester County. Although the legislature had passed a law in 1896
to construct a trunk sewer parallel to the river to be built and paid for by the
county, this provided only partial relief.The river remained a foul health menace
from the pollution pouring in from dumps, stables, factories, and sewers along
its banks.
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Westchester County Park Commission, Dump along the Bronx River adjoining Central Avenue.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.

Second, the act authorized the building of a parklike driveway adjacent to
the river for New York’s pleasure cars. The Bronx River Parkway was destined
to connect New York City’s parks and boulevards with state highways diverging from the Kensico Dam and Reservoir in Valhalla, thereby making thousands
of acres of beautiful, city-owned watershed property accessible to city dwellers. Eventually these pleasure and nature seekers would be able to drive to the
Catskills and on to the great nature preserves in the Adirondack Mountains.
In theory, once the enabling legislation was in place, the actual surveying and
construction would begin with all deliberate speed. No one imagined that seven
years would pass before New York City and Westchester County agreed on the
terms of the funding, that it would take three more years to acquire the needed
land, and that World War I would put the project on hold. Although in theory
the parkway was a joint project of New York City and Westchester County, it
was more a shotgun marriage than a love match. And yet, with all these obstacles,
the parkway that ﬁnally opened in 1925 set the standard for roadways in the
United States and the world for decades to come.
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Bronx River Parkway Fenimore Road, n.d.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Jay Downer, 32.47 J.

There is every indication that the Bronx River Parkway was sui generis.
It was the ﬁrst parkway spurred by the arrival of the horseless carriage; had a
roadway that was moderately broad, swift, straight, and free of crossings;was paid
for by the taxpayers; had controlled interchanges; and had decorative marginal
strips. Merrill Folsom, a keen observer of parkway commissions, wrote in The
New York Times, “The Bronx River Parkway not only restored the handiwork of
nature where man had deﬁled it, but provided an example that inspired other
communities to emulate it. It was laid out when leisurely driving was still fresh
in the memories of men, and although opened in the motorcar age, it did not
emphasize the traveler’s destination over the satisfactions he would ﬁnd on the
way.” All in all, it demonstrated that modern motorways could combine beauty
and efﬁciency.2
The Bronx River project, and the men who guided it to completion, in
many ways epitomized the Progressive movement, which came to prominence
at the end of the nineteenth century. Made up of a loose conﬁguration of diverse groups, often with divergent goals, Progressivism sought to ameliorate the
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problems caused by the rapid industrialization of American society, massive immigration, and the increasing concentration of wealth and power in the hands of
a small group of individuals.
The parkway project reﬂected the conﬂuence of three substantive themes of
Progressivism. First, those who undertook this project believed that it was not
only possible but essential for government to actively intervene and plan for the
growth and development of the Bronx River valley. Implicit in this idea was the
belief that various levels or agencies of government could work in conjunction
with one another toward this goal.
Second, Progressives believed in an elitist philosophy that placed governmental power in the hands of the “right” men from the “right” class, who would
work for the civic good—as they deﬁned it. By establishing a commission for
the parkway, state legislators hoped to both protect it from the notoriously sticky
ﬁngers of the stalwarts of Tammany Hall and apply the new professional and
scientiﬁc management techniques of business to road building.
In the process of building a highway, the Bronx Parkway Commissioners
also helped to construct the image of suburbia as a verdant retreat and protected
enclave from the hustle and bustle of the city. Their plans dovetailed nicely with
the ideas of William L. Ward, the Republican leader of Westchester County. He
envisioned the burgeoning growth of the county as the “right sort” of people
leisurely drove along the new parkway on a lovely Sunday afternoon. Beguiled
by the beauty of the towns bordering the road, they would return to the county
to purchase new homes. The demographics would be good and the property
values would rise. But before power politics or vaunting ambition or suburban
planning could come into play, a crisis at the Bronx Zoo catalyzed forces into
action to save the river.
The Bronx River runs through one of the three north-south valleys in
Westchester County. The valley of the Hutchinson River and the Long Island
Sound are to the east. The Saw Mill River and the Hudson River ﬂow by to
the west. The Bronx River, whose outlet is in the East River, between Hunts
Point and Clasons Point, is about 25 miles long. Of this distance, approximately
7 miles is in New York City, the rest in Westchester. Forming the boundary
between Yonkers and Mount Vernon, the river also traverses Eastchester, Crestwood, Greenburgh, Scarsdale, Hartsdale, White Plains, and North Castle.3
As a result of the large population growth during the last quarter of the
nineteenth century in the northern part of the Bronx and the southern part of
Westchester, the Bronx River had become terribly polluted. Residential sewers
in White Plains, Tuckahoe, Bronxville, Mount Vernon, Woodlawn, and Williamsbridge fed directly into the river. What sewage systems did exist merely dumped
their collected “product” into the water.4 Cesspools, privies, and refuse from
barnyards and stables proved as much of a problem as sewage drains.
Tanneries in White Plains and Bronxville, the bleachery at Bronxville, the
Haubold Powder Mill in Hartsdale, and other factories along the river’s banks
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At One Time the Bronx River was Clean Enough to be Used for Recreational Activities.
Courtesy of the Westchester County Archives, PBP 901.

Much of the Pollution in the river was caused by industries located along its Banks.
Courtesy of the Westchester County Archives, A-0105(12)F (1914 report).

deposited a potent brew of metallic and chemical pollutants directly into the
river. Even where industries did not directly pollute, their contaminants leached
their way in through groundwater. Oil, gas, and tar runoff from the property
of the Westchester Lighting Company in White Plains and from its gashouse in
Yonkers befouled the water. The Yonkers Herald summed up the situation succinctly when it declared that the Bronx River had become “an open sewer.”
During the summer months, the river’s scent accosted passersby long before they
caught sight of the water.5
By the mid-1890s, few could deny the critical need for a sewer system running parallel to the river, but repeated petitions to local boards of health, the
courts, and the state legislature proved fruitless. The stench worsened. Even if
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some of the municipalities had chosen to act independently, the result would
have been of limited effectiveness. Cleaning up the river was an all-or-nothing
endeavor. In an era of limited government with few intergovernmental bodies,
local ofﬁcials had neither the administrative nor the ﬁscal means necessary to
coordinate and carry out the task.
Finally, repeated protests and the stench of a quickly deteriorating political situation reached the delicate nostrils of the legislators in Albany. Not willing to leap into the unknown, the New York State Legislature passed Chapter
1021 of the Laws of 1895, aptly titled, “An act to create a commission to inquire
into the expediency of constructing a sewer and highway through the counties
of New York and Westchester along the Bronx River” (emphasis added).6 Not
only would this put off the ﬁnal decision for some time, but also, it was hoped
the members of the commission would limit the scope and cost of the project.
Chaired by Senator Francis M. Carpenter of Mount Kisco, the commission lived
up to expectations. It determined “that the proposition for a park and highway
through the Bronx Valley be dismissed from further consideration, and that the
lands to be taken shall be only of such width as may be found necessary for the
purpose of the sewer.”7
In later years, the Bronx Parkway Commission concluded that “it was due to
[the] lack of appreciation of the value of parkways during the earlier years that
the matter was considered almost entirely as a sewage problem.”8 However, it
would have taken rare prescience to foresee the development of the automobile
and to incur the enormous expense of constructing a roadway, considering the
limited number of cars in 1896.
Fortunately, the Bronx Parkway Commission did see ﬁt to recommend
deepening, straightening, and otherwise improving the river to increase drainage.
Much of the land adjacent to the lower part of the river was a marshy, mosquitoinfested swamp, the result of periodic river ﬂooding. The commission reasoned
that “it would be only a partial relief to build a sewer through these lowlands for
house drainage and leave the inhabitants of the valley still liable to contract malarial diseases from the vapors arising from the [poorly drained] marsh lands.”9
For a brief instant, the planners considered solving the seemingly intractable
problems of sewage, ﬂooding, and sodden marshes by placing the entire river in
a giant conduit. Incredible as the idea sounds, it was not without precedent. In
Manhattan, most of the small streams had been enclosed in storm drains under
the streets. However, because of the volume of water coming down the river
during a freshet or ﬂood, engineers deemed this plan unfeasible. To seal the fate
of the proposition, the lowest cost estimate for a sewer meeting the requirements
topped $10 million.10
The wheels of progress turned exceedingly slowly in the vicinity of Albany.
The recommendations of the sewer commission were accepted, but the legislature made no provisions to begin the project. Movement on a totally unrelated
bill, however, provided the catalyst for efforts to restore the river.

253 Suburban Transportation Redeﬁned

In 1895, a bill to establish the New York Zoological Gardens in the southern
half of Bronx Park had negotiated the necessary legislative hurdles. This, however, was to be no ordinary wild animal park. Zoos had traditionally occupied
land in the center of cities, which of necessity limited their size. By the end of
the nineteenth century, however, innovative planners began recommending that
they be constructed on the outskirts of cities, on land large enough to provide
naturalistic surroundings for the animals.
In New York City, a sparsely populated but growing area in the northern
Bronx ﬁt the bill. Zoo plans called for the construction of two large lakes. Fortuitously, the Bronx River, which could be easily dammed to create the lakes,
ﬂowed through a large tract of land that was both cheap and available. Local real
estate developers hoped that the new zoo would draw millions of city residents
to an area ripe for development.
Even with so many things in its favor, passage of the bill had not been a certainty. It took the concerted effort of many of the movers and shakers in New
York City’s political and cultural circles, such as Madison Grant, Bronx Assemblyman William W. Niles, and former Governor Levi P. Morton, to secure passage of a bill creating what has become known to generations of New Yorkers as
“the Bronx Zoo” in 1895. Niles and Grant became members of the ﬁrst board
of directors of the zoo.
With the zoo charter and the Bronx Park property in hand, work began
on the construction of the animal buildings, extensive landscaping, and dredging for the zoo’s Bronx Lake and Lake Agassiz. These picturesque lakes, which
dominate the landscape of the park, quickly became a disaster area. During periods of drought and low water ﬂow, they ﬁlled with the foul sewage making its
way down the Bronx River. The pollution constituted a menace to the health
of visitors to the park and to the aquatic life that inhabited the water. William
Niles later recalled that neither the board nor the two million visitors to the
Bronx Zoo could ignore the pungent odors emanating from the visually beautiful lakes.11
Few, holding their noses and glancing at the mess in the lakes at that time,
could have imagined the possibility of a clean river in such an urban setting.
However, on a visit to Inverness, Scotland in 1901, William Niles had seen just
such a river—the undeﬁled River Ness—and became convinced that the Bronx
River could be restored to its original pristine condition. There is no zealot like
a convert, and Niles returned determined to do whatever was needed to correct
the situation. Having won over Zoo Director William Hornaday and Grant with
his proselytizing zeal, he now approached Dr. Nathaniel Britton, Director of
the recently established New York Botanical Gardens. Britton, whose institution
shared Bronx Park and its polluted waters with the zoo, readily assured Niles of
his support.12
An alarming increase in the incidence of waterfowl infection during the dry
summer of 1904 brought matters to a head. Drawing upon his previous legisla-
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tive experience in Albany, Niles concluded “that as we had no public backing
and could look for little support, that I should avoid any action which would
involve any great expense and I, therefore, prepared a bill for the appointment
of a commission merely to inquire into the subject and report.” Reducing the
health menace of the Bronx River was the immediate overriding concern, but
Niles and those who supported him already envisioned restoring the river to
its original bucolic splendor. The commission route was a back-door way of
accomplishing their goals. Once they set up the commission, they hoped to
control its personnel and agenda and, with some luck, the actual construction
of the parkway.13
Niles’s aesthetic concerns about the Bronx River reﬂected the heightened
public awareness of the danger that pollution and greed posed to many scenic
and wilderness areas in the United States. In the last quarter of the nineteenth
century, the discovery of the natural wonders of the West led many people to
believe that only immediate intervention by the federal government could prevent the despoliation of these areas by those whose chief motivation was greed.
Congress designated Yellowstone National Park as the ﬁrst area to be preserved
in its natural state in 1872. Satisﬁed that it had the authority to do this, it quickly
created four more parks by the end of the century. The publicity surrounding
the parks’ designation provided the impetus for citizens in all parts of the country to begin protecting their own natural resources. This concept became an
important component of Progressive-era philosophy. Progressives saw conservation as a means by which conscious purpose and human reasoning could create
human progress out of the chaos of a laissez-faire world.14
Urban Progressives had another take on the subject. They saw conservation
as a way to transform and reform the nation’s chaotic cities. Drawing upon the
expertise of the new professional ﬁelds of architecture, landscape architecture,
and engineering, groups in every major city produced plans for tree-lined boulevards, parks, and the enhancement of rivers, lakes, and other natural features.15
They built on the ideas of Frederick Law Olmsted and Calvert Vaux, famous for
designing New York City’s Central Park, and the nineteenth-century landscape
movement. Olmsted and Vaux, in turn, drew on a long tradition in European urban planning of attractive landscaped roadways. Paris’s broad boulevards and treelined avenues, some of which connected the city with outlying parks and suburbs,
were precedents for the late nineteenth-century American parkway movement.
Picturesque English landscaped parks, with winding carriage roads and carefully
crafted informal landscapes, also inﬂuenced American parkway designs.
Olmsted and Vaux are credited with introducing the term “park-way” to
America in the late 1860s. In New York City in the nineteenth century, they
designed Eastern and Ocean Parkways to provide access to Brooklyn’s Prospect
Park. These routes were lined with trees and grass to provide attractive environments for walking, horseback riding, and carriage driving.16 Olmsted personiﬁed
the juncture of rural preservation and managed conservation with the drive for
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urban beauty—“bringing nature subdued, but not civilized, to urban America.”
When members of the Bronx Parkway Commission began to plan the actual
shape of the Bronx River valley, they would draw on his ideas, especially his
dicta for a naturalistic restoration of the areas adjacent to the river.17
In fact, Olmsted had already put some of his concepts into practice in Boston.
After years of persistent complaints to the board of health, Boston had successfully completed the reclamation of the Back Bay Fens, an area with conditions
remarkably similar to those along the Bronx River. The Fens extended over
more than one township, had the same sewage pollution problems, and were
bordered by the Boston and Albany Railroad (the tracks of the New York Central Railroad parallel the Bronx River almost its entire length). As Timothy Davis
points out, Olmsted’s Boston projects helped redeﬁne the basic concept of a
parkway from a tree-lined but essentially urban avenue into a park with a road
as its principal design feature.18
The transformation of the fens into a scenic park and drive, and the sharply
rising values of adjacent land, gave the Bronx Parkway Commissioners, and the
real estate interests that supported the project, the impetus to begin construction
as soon as possible. As a matter of fact, a 1911 article in the Real Estate Record of
Westchester County used the Boston example to promote the proposed parkway,
observing the striking parallel conditions confronting Westchester County.19
Of course, it might simply be that Hornaday, Grant, and Britton championed
this project because of its direct beneﬁt to their own institutions. Certainly, this
entered into their calculations. But to accept such an assertion would be to overlook the tenor of the times, the class from which the men came, their Progressive
principles, and the complex motivations that propel any grand project such as
this. From their perspective, the restoration of the Bronx River Valley was what
we would now call a win-win situation. By actively intervening to reverse the
egregious past neglect, their institutions gained, the people who lived along the
river led healthier lives, and the millions who visited the zoo and the botanical
gardens were uplifted and enlightened.
Above all, the highest priority for the Bronx Parkway Commissioners remained the preservation of the river and its valley for their own intrinsic beauty.
In their 1925 ﬁnal report, they waxed lyrical in their admiration.
It is impossible to classify any one of nature’s many gifts to the eye of man as the
most beautiful, but the beauty of a diminutive stream, winding its way through
verdant glades, picturesque meadows, and stretches of woodland, is not readily
excelled. . . . [Alas] the hand of man was laid heavily upon the valley of the Bronx
until most of its beauty was destroyed and its water polluted to the point of
foulness.20

Thus, a project originally envisioned as a means to protect the health of zoo
birds became a means of conserving the natural beauty of the Bronx River.
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Bronx River Parkway and County Center, c.1925–1930.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Jay Downer, 32.47 N.

However, before these noteworthy aims could be accomplished, the bill to preserve the river had to prove convincing to a ﬂock of Albany politicians. For
example, Senator Francis Carpenter of Westchester County, who had chaired the
sewer commission, contended that the county’s trunk sewer, then under construction, would eliminate the pollution problem. Introduced again in the 1906
session, the bill gained support but continued to languish in committee.21
Drawing on the close-knit and interrelated elite leadership of New York
City’s cultural and scientiﬁc organizations, Madison Grant prevailed on board
members of the New York Zoological Society and other scientiﬁc institutions
to use whatever inﬂuence they had with the governor and legislature. Speaking
as one chief executive to another, former Governor Levi P. Morton wrote to his
successor Frank W. Higgins, “The importance of preserving the river has special
interest to me, as President of the New York Zoological Society. . . . If the river is
deﬁled with sewage and its ﬂow seriously diminished, the Park will be irretrievably injured.”22
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Most crucial to the success of the bill and ultimately the parkway was William L. Ward, who controlled Republican politics in Westchester County. Ward
willingly cooperated with Grant and Niles because their vision of the Bronx
River Valley meshed so well with his own concepts of county development.
Richard Crandell has suggested that “no one in Westchester, in or out of politics,
did more to create modern Westchester than William L.Ward.The whole charm
of parks, beaches, and ﬁne driveways is a monument to him.”23
Even before Ward appeared on the scene, Westchester had begun developing
its reputation as the quintessential suburban county.Three major commuter lines
of the New York Central and the New York, New Haven and Hartford railroads
linked the bedroom communities of the county and New York City. With the
opening of Grand Central Terminal in the 1870s, suburbs began springing up
along the railroad lines like mushrooms after a storm. Westchester’s population
doubled between 1850 and 1870, doubled again by 1890, and again by 1910.
The new towns and villages offered the middle and upper-middle class substantial homes, a soothing ambiance, and leafy vistas rather than the round-theclock, congested, polyglot atmosphere of the city.
Many followed the pattern set by Bronxville. Located twenty-eight minutes
north of Midtown Manhattan by railroad, the village founded by William Van
Duzer Lawrence had magniﬁcent houses on streets laid out to resemble twisting,
countrylike lanes.This idealization of rural living was a counterpoint to wariness
of the evils of urban living. For those interested in getting a feel for country life
before making a decision, the village had a good hotel. Real estate and railroad
interests hoped that after a weekend in Westchester County, visitors would be
so impressed by its beauty, the convenient commute, and the fact that the right
class of people would be their future neighbors that they could not resist buying
a home. And in the process they would be creating the template for the quintessential suburb.24
Obviously the sales pitch worked. By the ﬁrst decade of the twentieth century, 118,000 afﬂuent commuters waited at train stations all over the county
each day. The Bronx River Parkway could only enhance the suburban experience of those who already lived in Westchester and entice other city dwellers to
move there.
William Ward had the power to make this reverie a reality. Ward, whose oneman rule coincided with Republican ascendancy in Westchester, eventually
inﬂuenced the politics in eighteen townships and twenty-one villages in the
county. He was in position to deliver on his promises, as well as bring others in
the county around to his way of thinking. It was said that at the height of his
power, Ward “bestrode Westchester like a sequoia.” Nobody held any position in
Westchester from judge to elevator boy without his approval.25
His political philosophy epitomized many of the salient features of the urban
Progressive. Although he ran Westchester County as a political “boss,” he abhorred the kind of corruption that characterized Tammany Hall’s rule in New
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York City. Frederick G. Schmidt, who had been a justice of the State Supreme
Court, recounted his impression of Ward. “Gradually by picking the ablest men
he could ﬁnd for associates and tying them to him by friendship and reward, he
built the machine that has been invincible. . . . He was a businessman and he ran
a close-knit businesslike organization. But he also was so successful because he
had no personal axe to grind and because he did so much for the county and
its people.” Ward’s personal integrity was unchallenged, but the system he ran
had merely raised bossism to a ﬁner art. Furthermore, as a consummate politician, Ward fully understood that while reform was a noble and attainable goal,
the ﬁrst duty of the successful politician is to get himself elected and remain in
power.26
Ward, and those in real estate who beneﬁted from the increase in property
values, wanted to ensure that Westchester developed along certain lines. Determined to avoid the slums, factories, and overcrowding of the city and to maintain the upper-middle-class atmosphere of the county,Ward is generally credited
with having blocked the extension of subway lines, with their cheap fares and
unsavory “foreigners,” from New York City. He also led an early movement to
zone all towns and villages against that menace to suburban ambiance—the factory.
In addition, by limiting construction almost entirely to one-family homes
on large lots, villages like Bronxville and Scarsdale discouraged people of more
limited ﬁnancial means from the Bronx and points south from settling in the
county. It was hoped that these measures, combined with restrictive covenants
or “gentleman’s agreements,” would maintain the white, Protestant, nonethnic,
afﬂuent suburban character of much of Westchester for decades.27
There was nothing subtle or hidden about this agenda in some communities. Lawrence Park Properties proudly advertised in House and Garden in 1925:
“Restrictions? Yes! Bronxville has been carefully guarded in its development. . . .
The index of desirability has always been character, culture, and the ability to ﬁt
easily and naturally into the social scheme . . . to be able to call Bronxville home
is to have one’s social status deﬁnitely and pleasantly established.”28
Like many men of his time, Ward had ideas that, while progressive and farsighted in some respects, exhibited all the prejudices of his class toward the
millions of immigrants crowding into urban areas at the turn of the century.
Madison Grant’s well-known writings on race and class, familiar to most educated New Yorkers at the time, both reﬂected and shaped these attitudes. A patrician
Park Avenue bachelor whose family had adorned the social life of Manhattan since colonial times, Grant combined expertise in genealogy with extensive
knowledge of natural science. However, he was also an unrepentant racist with a
passionate hatred for all the new immigrants, especially the Jews.29
Grant used his scientiﬁc background to put a pseudo-scientiﬁc gloss on these
prejudices. In his racist screed, The Passing of the Great Race, he wrote in great despair that the general mixing of the European races would irretrievably destroy

259 Suburban Transportation Redeﬁned

Houses on Smith Street in White Plains backing up to the Bronx River, 1912.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Travis Collection.

racial purity, the foundation of every national and cultural value. Acquiescing in
attitudes such as these, it is not surprising that the builders of the parkway and
the county did not want the new road to be a conduit for the teeming masses of
New York City yearning to breathe free.30
Numerous disparaging statements, reﬂecting the prejudices of the commissioners, can be found in their correspondence and reports. Writing to Governor
Higgins, Grant noted, “The march of improvement is encroaching upon the
river. Most of this improvement is unfortunately of a very unsatisfactory type,
small factories, cheap lodging houses and small dwellings.”31 Later, these small
dwellings are referred to as “shacks” and “shanties,” with the additional derogatory term, “Italian.” During the condemnation proceedings, the commissioners
characterized the foreign-born and their lawyers as greedier or less informed
than their native-born American counterparts. With this in mind, the “determination to replace working-class Italian settlements along the river with a depopulated landscape devoted to leisure, real estate enhancement, and the celebration
of the Anglo-American picturesque ideal had broader and less altruistic cultural
implications.”32 Ironically, many of those whom Progressives feared and decried
did eventually move to Westchester, became part of its middle and upper-middle
class, and contributed substantially to creating the suburban image that Ward and
the commissioners so prized.33
Whatever the motivations of its supporters, the bill still had not secured passage
in the legislature. Putting pressure on Carpenter and others in the Westchester
delegation,Ward helped to ensure approval of the measure in the ﬁnal days of the
1907 session. He fully understood that the county could only beneﬁt from the
cleanup of the river and the development of a parklike roadway along it. Fearful
that a such a grandiose plan would frighten parsimonious legislators, however,
Niles went to great lengths to reassure the representatives that the bill did not
commit the county or the city to any expense. It merely called for an investigation and report on the advisability of preserving the waters of the Bronx River
from pollution and creating a reservation on either side of the river.
As much political maneuvering went into the choice of the three members
of the commission, to be named by the governor, as had characterized the passage of the bill. Madison Grant, a resident of Manhattan, agreed to act as one of
the commissioners. It seemed advisable that the other two be residents of the
Bronx and Westchester. Niles prevailed on Dave H. Morris, active in the Automobile Club of America and the Good Roads Movement, to act as the Bronx
representative. Governor Higgins, perhaps at the urging of Ward, had opted for
James G. Cannon, a Scarsdale resident and the President of the Fourth National
Bank, a past president of the Westchester Chamber of Commerce, and an active
member of various professional and civic organizations as the commissioner
from Westchester. The local paper praised him as a benevolent public ﬁgure
“conspicuous for disinterested public service and philanthropy.” It was hoped
that his involvement would immediately generate interest and conﬁdence in
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the program. Niles accepted appointment as Secretary to the Commission and J.
Warren Thayer signed on as Engineer.34
The newly appointed Bronx River Parkway Commissioners spent the summer surveying the river, deciding on the area to be acquired, and preparing a
report they planned to submit to the legislature. Walking the 25-mile length of
the polluted, mosquito-infested river in the heat of a New York summer may
have been the ﬁrst indication of the dedication these men would demonstrate
over the next two decades. Given their underlying commitment to transforming
the valley, the commissioners submitted a favorable report and began drafting a
bill to accomplish their goals.
Prospects did not look good. After consultation with New York City Mayor
George McClelland, it became clear that the His Honor objected to both the
mandatory ﬁnancing of the legislation and, more important, the fact that the bill
systematically removed control of the project from city ofﬁcials. As the law had
been framed, the commissioners would have absolute control over the allocation
of funds, the planning and construction of the park and parkway, and almost all
other aspects of the project. In essence, the city and county were asked to sign a
blank check and stand back. Being a good Tammany man, McClelland was not
about to accede to any plan in which he did not think that he could somehow
get a piece of the action.
In desperation, supporters ﬁnally agreed to amend the bill to read, “Before
any expense or obligation is incurred under the provisions of this act, the Commission shall obtain the approval of the Board of Estimate and Apportionment
[of the City of New York] to the acquisition of lands set forth in the Act.” This
would turn out to be an almost fatal blow to the parkway. The Bronx Parkway
Commissioners may have foreseen the problems this provision would cause, but
they had no alternative but to agree. From New York City’s viewpoint, it certainly could be argued that requiring it to expend great sums of money without
any input was tantamount to taxation without representation and a subversion
of democratic government.
Having temporarily placated the city, the commissioners now faced the ire
of Westchester’s legislators. Senator Carpenter strenuously objected to the fact
that the cost of the improvements would be shared equally between Westchester
County and New York City. Eventually, they agreed to a compromise that divided the cost at 25 percent for Westchester, 75 percent for New York, based on
the fact that the county had funded the sewer line.
Even with New York City and Westchester interests molliﬁed, the bill faced
an uncertain future.The commissioners again appealed to the “old boy network”
that existed among the men of their class. Grant wrote to railroad tycoon Edward H. Harriman, urging him to use his inﬂuence in Albany. Harriman, known
for his support of conservation measures, had recently donated a large tract of
land on the west side of the Hudson for a state park. Niles believed that the bill
would never have become a law had it not been for Harriman’s interest.35
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At long last, the bill reached the desk of Governor Charles Evans Hughes.
Chapter 594 of the Laws of 1907 establishing the Bronx Parkway Commission
mandated the restoration of the river and the construction of a parkway on
adjacent land. But supporters still could not rest easy. There was no guarantee
that the commissioners who had slogged up and down the river contemplating
its possibilities would now be appointed to carry out their vision. Once again,
Madison Grant appealed to Levi P. Morton to use his inﬂuence in Albany—this
time to ensure the reappointment of the original commissioners.The letter from
Grant to Morton sheds a great deal of light on the attitudes of the proponents of
the project. “Of course, the whole success of the scheme depends upon the personnel of the Commission, and it would be a great pity if the Governor should
appoint outsiders after all the work we have done. . . . I am making every effort to
get men on it of a high character, who will enable us to carry out the work as we
have at the Zoological Park, and without political interference” (emphasis added).36
Progressive reformers at this time were willing to run the risk of leaving a
project of this scope in the hands of a few good men because they had seen
ﬁrsthand the effect of rampant political corruption at the end of the nineteenth
century. The standards that the commissioners envisioned for the project could
never be maintained if Tammany Hall politicians got control of the commission.37 However, they still operated under certain constraints. The feud with
Tammany Hall politicians, which continued throughout the entire two decades
of the commission’s existence, caused endless delays, compromises, and consternation. In Westchester County, the iron hand of William Ward might be gloved,
his ways more subtle than Tammany Hall, and his vision of the parkway closely
aligned with that of the commissioners, but he made sure his interests were protected and his demands met.
“During the past year, the valley of the Bronx has despite all efforts of the
Commission suffered considerable injury in its natural features,” reported the
commissioners to the governor in July 1907, after resuming their work. They
feared that the longer they waited, the worse the river would get and the more
they would have to pay to acquire the land for the parkway.38
Conﬁdent that they had the backing of William Ward and the Westchester
Board of Supervisors, the commissioners concentrated their efforts on New
York City, submitting an application for working funds to the Board of Estimate
and Apportionment on August 22, 1907. To bolster their case and generate public support, the Bronx Parkway Commission produced an attractively illustrated
pamphlet summarizing its year-long investigation. The report emphasized the
importance of civic improvement and aesthetic development and underscored
the “intimate relationship” between New York City and its suburbs.
The American Monthly Review of Reviews threw its support behind the project.
“It would be a shame to permit the needless sacriﬁce of these bits of woodland
scenery, within twenty miles of New York City, now that they have survived the
ravages of the real estate company’s suburban lot speculators.” Beside ministering
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to the city’s aesthetic needs, the magazine noted, the new parkway would offer
a direct, practical, and continuous connection between New York’s burgeoning
park system and the 4,000 acres surrounding Kensico Dam in Valhalla, which
supplied part of New York City’s water.39
From the beginning the Bronx Parkway Commission realized that obtaining the approval of the mayor and the Board of Estimate would be exceedingly
difﬁcult. “The Mayor stated to Grant and myself that he would not promise us
money this year, and that it was even doubtful whether we could get any during his administration because of the narrow margin between the existing debt
of the City and its borrowing capacity,” Niles mentioned in a letter to Henry F.
Osborne of the Museum of Natural History. Six more years would pass before
New York City saw ﬁt to live up to its end of the bargain.40
Niles, Grant, and Cannon took it upon themselves to keep the project alive
through those discouraging times. Using their own funds, they set up an ofﬁce, made a limited survey of the river, and engaged the services of J. Warren
Thayer as Secretary and Jay Downer as Chief Engineer. Downer and Thayer,
like many of the people employed by the commission, would remain on the job
throughout the eighteen years needed to complete the project. In fact, in terms
of personnel, the only major change occurred in 1916, upon the death of James
G. Cannon. His replacement, Frank H. Bethell, then Vice-President for Finance
at White Oil, had been First Vice-President of New York Telephone, and was
known in the telephone industry as a pioneer in the scientiﬁc application of
business efﬁciency and a constant advocate of cooperation among the public,
the company, and its employees. In other words, he had the perfect Progressive
credentials to be on the commission—the right class background, a scientiﬁc
approach to problems, and a civic conscience.
New York City politics continued to stymie any action on the project. Mayor
McClelland’s administration gave way to that of William Jay Gaynor. The best
the commissioners could do was to wheedle some funds for maps and secretarial
help. The Board of Estimate absolutely refused to authorize any further funding
for the purchase of land.41 In a real sense, this was counterproductive: their delays
compromised some of the earlier land offers. For example, extensive development and changes in land ownership caused the Scarsdale Estates company to
hold back some land and sell at half price some that it had originally agreed to
donate.42
The stalemate continued until 1913, with New York City ﬁnally insisting
on a reduction in the amount of land taken before it granted approval. However, this could not be done without an amendment to the 1907 law. Despite
deep misgivings on the part of the commissioners, they ﬁnally acquiesced to the
changes to get the project moving. The new law, however, included a fortuitous
change that would be of considerable signiﬁcance in later years—it empowered
the Bronx Parkway Commission to accept free gifts of land to the Reservation,
as the area adjacent to the river was called.
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In exchange for an end to its obstruction, New York City obtained the personal assurances of the individual commissioners that the condition of the city’s
ﬁnances would be taken into consideration in connection with land purchases.
The Board of Estimate members feared that “if the City’s previous experience
in securing, through condemnation, additions to its areas were repeated, the cost
of the real estate would be beyond all reasonable bounds.”43
Finally, six years after it had been constituted, the Bronx Parkway Commission began acquiring land, cleaning the river, and building the parkway. “A word
should be said about the working of the Commission,” a 1912 New York Times
editorial commented in praising the dedication of the commissioners. “For as
State and City Commissions go, it has somewhat of a unique record. Until last
year it served without pay, and then [only received] a salary of $2500, which
barely covered expenses and ofﬁce rent.” The editorial writers concluded by
commending the Bronx Parkway Commission for its “progressive business-like”
plan and lack of political inﬂuence.44
Boston’s success had demonstrated that creating a roadway parallel to a river was possible. However, none of the commissioners underestimated what a
daunting and complex task they faced. Getting New York City to agree to begin
the acquisition process was only the beginning of their problems. The land to
be acquired along the river constituted a strip, 300 to 1,000 feet wide, of approximately 15 miles in length, totaling 1,130 acres. It was a maze of private land
parcels of all sizes, municipal streets and roads, land owned by the New York
Central Railroad, the aqueduct right-of-way for the New York City water supply, and land used for the sewer trunk line.45
During the years of delay, the commissioners, whose only weapon had been
moral suasion, had been only partly successful in their efforts to control construction in the area and prevent further destruction of the Bronx River Valley.
For example, during the delay the railroad had built additional sidings and relocated its roadbed. A factory of considerable size had been built in Wakeﬁeld,
squarely in line with the proposed route of the parkway.46
But all was not doom and gloom. Now that they ﬁnally had the legal power
to begin construction, Niles, Grant, and Cannon had some tools with which to
accomplish their goals. Under the enabling legislation for the Bronx River Parkway, the commission had been given extraordinary authority in its ability to accept gifts, take options, and purchase land at private sale. Most previous projects
of this size had taken all land by condemnation, a cumbersome and extremely
costly process, which the commissioners tried to avoid at all costs.
The overwhelming opportunities for fraud and deception involved in the
condemnation proceedings weighed heavily on the minds of the men. In their
1914 Annual Report, they explicitly referred to the problem in their discussion
of the scandals associated with the Ashokan Reservoir in the Catskills. More
than $10 million had been paid for land worth a fraction of that amount, not
including the additional $3.5 million paid to attorneys and expert witnesses.
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Westchester County Park Commission, Workers cleaning the Bronx River near Hopkins Avenue.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.

“The worst feature of the proceedings is the injustice to the claimants through
disproportionate awards and the breeding in them of distrust of the just administration of the law,” said William M. Spiers, a special counsel for the water supply
hearings. “Such a course encourages exaggerated claims. It breeds perjury.”47
Having learned through past experience the pitfalls of the condemnation
process, Grant, Niles, and Cannon spent endless hours negotiating for the purchase or donation of land. They devised an elaborate system that divided the
total area into sectors and established a standard scale of values based on the appraisals of licensed real brokers and appraisers. They themselves double-checked
the values by personally investigating the land parcels. To further ensure fairness,
the commission published the purchase price of each parcel in the local paper
and had the ﬁgures publicly available at its Bronxville ofﬁce.48
Emily O. Butler set the standard by donating 25 heavily wooded acres of her
Fox Meadow estate to the park Reservation. She later deeded an additional 7.32
acres to the commission, and sold it 14 acres at below market value. Her gift
alone was valued at $125,000. This ﬁrst highly publicized contribution encouraged other landowners to follow suit. Her generosity was matched by Frank R.
Chambers of Bronxville. Jay Downer, who would eventually become Chief Engineer of the Westchester County Parkway Commission, later remembered that
Mr. Chambers said to us, “You can have what you want,” so we took everything in
sight, but left him his home! . . . Mr. Chambers’ backing ﬁnally impressed the New
York crowd who recognized that if a man of Mr. Chambers’ caliber was giving us
large slices of land, we must be trustworthy people.49

In much of this land acquisition, the Bronx Parkway Commission beneﬁted
from Cannon and Thayer’s connections in Westchester County. Anything that
built up the county would likely beneﬁt its real estate interests. Cannon, already
deeply involved in local development, had formed Scarsdale Estates, Inc. with
a number of other investors to stimulate sales along the areas of the proposed
parkway. His colleague on the commission, Warren Thayer, planned a subdivision southwest of Hartsdale station. Its closeness to the proposed parkway and
parkland certainly increased its desirability.
Cannon’s personal contacts in Scarsdale certainly worked to further the success of the parkway. He arranged for the donation of 12 acres and the sale of 20
additional acres, including improvements, for $100,000. His company donated
land to enlarge the railroad station grounds and, with the cooperation of several railroad ofﬁcials who lived in Scarsdale, persuaded the railroad to construct
a new station. In 1914 Thayer and Cannon erected a business building in the
improved area across from the train station. More important, Cannon’s example
caused other real estate interests to follow suit. According to the New York Herald,
the Scarsdale Company arranged for the sale of 7.5 acres for $43,000. Before
turning over the land, the company did extensive re-landscaping of the parcel.
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The Scarsdale Realty Company transferred 10.5 acres to the commission for
$49,500.50
Despite Commissioner Thayer’s personal involvement with the last two
companies, none of these sales seems to have been above the market values for
the land involved. By today’s standards, these actions would suggest a serious
conﬂict-of-interest problem. Ward seemed to have considered it an unfortunate
part of the political process, and even if unethical, compared to the scandals in
New York City, a minor indiscretion.
In later years, in conjunction with other parkways and parks, charges would
be made that real estate men, privy to insider information on the location of proposed parks and roads, had made huge proﬁts by buying land and then selling it
back for inﬂated prices. In the case of the Bronx River Parkway, no such charges
were even raised. It can only be concluded that if Thayer and Cannon proﬁted
from the land sales to the Bronx River, it was from the general increase in Scarsdale real estate values rather than from an excessive return on their investment.51
Ofﬁcials in the towns along the right-of-way of the parkway had every reason
to anticipate that land values would increase, based on the experience of other
cities. The land for the Boston Back Bay Fens had been purchased at 12 cents an
acre. Land adjoining the completed Fens subsequently sold for $3 to $5 an acre.
What the ofﬁcials and real estate interests knew intuitively, a survey in 1932
proved statistically. The report showed that based on 1910 assessed valuations,
the area adjacent to the parkway construction had increased in value more than
$206,037,000, compared to an area outside the park sphere. Further sweetening
the deal for local politicians, the area affected by the Parkway created $23 million
more in tax receipts than before its development. These ﬁgures conﬁrmed the
faith that public ofﬁcials in Scarsdale, Bronxville, and other communities bordering the river had placed in the multiplier effect of the road’s construction.52
By 1914, the Bronx Parkway Commission had put together an almost continuous strip of more than 4.5 miles along the river from White Plains through
Hartsdale, Scarsdale, and Crestwood to Tuckahoe. These transactions ﬁnally
demonstrated to the New York City Board of Estimate that the cost of land
acquisition would be kept well in hand.53
Despite their best efforts, the commissioners ﬁnally had to resort to the condemnation process for property that could not be acquired by either purchase or
donation. In one such case, certain individuals and organizations saw a chance
to make a fast buck. Isaac W. Turner, G. L. Miles, and Frank Tucker hoped to
make a lucrative proﬁt by forcing the Bronx Parkway Commission to condemn
their land. When they did not get their price, they ﬁled charges in 1914 with
Governor Martin H. Glynn.They concealed their actual motives under the guise
of complaining about the commission’s lack of progress in acquiring land, even
though two thirds of the 1,130 acres had already been secured.
The New York Herald alleged that Turner, Miles, and Tucker owned certain
properties that they wished to unload at inﬂated prices. In the eyes of the paper,
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Dredge at Palmer Avenue Bridge over Bronx River.
Courtesy of the Bronxville Local History Room.

the fact that all three were Democrats sealed the indictment. A later issue of the
Herald reported that the situation was even worse than ﬁrst assumed. Mike Walsh,
a Tammany leader in Westchester, had masterminded the scam and the hapless
Turner, Miles, and Tucker merely acted as front men.54
Workmen immediately began to restore all of the land acquired by the commission to its natural condition. Teams cleared away billboards, ﬂimsy structures,
all visible debris, and performed minimal forestry work, such as removing dead
trees and treating diseased ones. By the completion of the project 78,000 trees
had been trimmed and 17,000 dead and infected trees removed from the area.
Workmen dredged the entire length of the river, not once but four times,
each time removing more of the detritus of two centuries of human habitation
along its banks—a veritable treasure trove of buggies, tea kettles, bicycles, wagon
wheels, bedsprings, automobile bodies, stoves, and hot water heating tanks. At
least 370 buildings were removed, to the beneﬁt of the commission’s bottom
line, which collected more than $75,000 from the sale of complete buildings
and salvaged lumber. Buildings sold for removal were jacked up onto log rollers
and then pulled away by teams of horses. Great quantities of stone were salvaged
from building foundations and stored for use in future road and path development.55
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Celine Baekeland, January in Westchester, 1936, oil on canvas. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of the artist, 36.40.

More important, the Bronx Parkway Commission convinced villages and
towns along the reservation to connect their sewage systems to the Bronx Valley
Sewer rather than continuing to dump efﬂuent directly into the river.The other
chief source of pollution was from the headwaters of minor tributaries, which
were often little more than swamps contaminated by cesspools, stables, and pigpens. The threat of legal action was usually enough to make owners comply.56
In their restoration work, the commissioners were not ﬂying by the seat of
their pants. Niles, Grant, and Cannon, in conjunction with their staff, had developed a set of policies for the restoration of the Bronx River valley: 1) restore
the land to its original condition, 2) intrude on it as little as possible; and 3)
harmonize all roads, bridges, and buildings with nature, as far as practicable. This
philosophy in part grew out of Grant and Niles’s experiences with the development of the New York Zoological Gardens, which adhered to the same basic
guidelines spelled out in a memorandum entitled, “The Fundamental Principles
Observed by the Zoological Society in Planning the Park.”57
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To facilitate the restoration process, the commissioners added Hermann W.
Merkel, General Superintendent of Maintenance at the Bronx Zoo, to their staff
as Chief Forester. Largely through his efforts, the Bronx River Parkway became
the model for parkway landscape design not only in the United States but also
the world over.
Describing his design objectives in 1918, Merkel emphasized the importance
of celebrating the Bronx River as the parkway’s principal landscape feature.“Any
treatment losing sight of this was objectionable.” The rehabilitated river would
run through a diverse array of restored woodlands, picturesque plantings, and
luxuriant meadows. Merkel had no intention of returning the Bronx Valley to its
original or natural state. Rather, he manipulated the river to create “a humanized
naturalness” of carefully composed scenery.
The dual roles that Niles and Grant had as commissioners and ofﬁcers of the
New York Zoological Society again proved beneﬁcial. It enabled them to make
use of Zoo property as a nursery for the 30,000 trees and 140,000 plants and
bushes eventually planted along the parkway.The Bronx Zoo also provided limitless quantities of fertilizer at no cost, except for the labor of removing it from
the manure pits in the park! It was clearly all worthwhile. A 1920 New York Sun
article gushed that the completed design for the project would show the Bronx
valley not as an artiﬁcially “dolled up” drive, but as a river valley as lovely as the
Thames.58
While a consensus developed on the principles for the valley’s reconstruction,
the speciﬁcs often revealed the conﬂicting positions of preservationists versus
conservationists or naturalists versus utilitarians. For example, the commissioners realized that “paths, benches, and facilities for active outdoor recreation were
inherently unnatural,” but were essential to the project’s popularity as a public
park. Therefore, they did not object to certain playgrounds, baseball ﬁelds, and
tennis courts being built adjacent to the parkway lands—if they were adequately
screened from view. But they stressed in the 1914 Annual Report, “it has been
considered our ﬁrst duty to provide a beautiful parkway, rather than a great
number of local parks of diversiﬁed character.”59
Camouﬂaging a playground was child’s play compared to trying to hide the
New York Central Railroad tracks, which ran the length of the valley. Merkel
faced two problems, screening off the railroad and undoing the damage to the
river caused by its construction. Railroad engineers had straightened the river so
much that in some places it looked more like a canal. In the course of extensive
excavations to create a seemingly natural stream course, Merkel channeled the
river away from rail line, which made it easier to disguise much of the roadbed
behind judiciously placed plantings.60
The issue of billboards, however, was another matter. Long before President
Lyndon Johnson’s wife, Lady Bird, made them her personal crusade in the 1960s,
Progressive-era urban reformers had turned on billboards with a vengeance.
When the commission began its work, outdoor advertisements stretched side by
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Billboards on Oakley Avenue, White Plains, 1915.
Courtesy of the Westchester County Archives, PBP 418.

side for 5 miles along the proposed route of the parkway. The parkway planners
“waged incessant warfare” and vowed to remove each and every one of what
they termed these “blatant desecrations of the landscape.” To their consternation
and exasperation, they found that almost half the signs were on property owned
by the railroads, which evinced little interest in removing them. It took until
1917 to ﬁnally clear all the signs.61
The innovative methods and principles that the Bronx Parkway Commission
used in the landscaping of the parkway extended to the actual construction of
the roadway and its auxiliary structures. Since modern city planners had imposed
a rigid grid design on the city, it was thought that the country should provide a
welcome release from the tyranny of right angles and straight lines. The idea of
a curvilinear roadway set in a parklike atmosphere readily found acceptance by
those out for a Sunday ramble in the country.
Other design features of the Bronx River Parkway would become hallmarks
of suburban parkway design for decades to come. The parkway planners championed the concepts of limited access roadways, elimination of excessive grades
and dangerous curves, and the replacement of at-grade crossings with grade-
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Main Street over Bronx River Parkway, White Plains.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Sanchis Collection.

separated crossings. In certain areas, the road would become one-way drives
separated by a landscaped median divider.62
Each of these general principles had an immediate impact on construction
and design decisions. The need to eliminate grade crossings on almost the entire
length of the parkway gave the design and construction of the bridges heightened importance. The Broad Street Bridge between Mount Vernon and Yonkers
is an excellent example of the difﬁculties—both structural and political—encountered in the effort to make these man-made structures harmonize with
nature. The original plans called for a steel and wood structure whose chief
advantage was its low cost. Commission members found the bridge aesthetically
unsatisfactory for their bucolic valley.They demanded a more ornamental structure, but any changes in the plans required the approval of the cities of Mount
Vernon and Yonkers, the New York Central Railroad, and the State of New York.
Intense negotiations resulted in a concrete structure of “pleasing and digniﬁed”
lines, whose increased cost would be shared by all parties, including the commission. Similar agreements about the Gun Hill Road overpass with New York
City authorities set precedents for the designs of the McLean and Wakeﬁeld
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Broad Street Viaduct, 1921.
Courtesy of the Westchester County Archives, PBP 2307.

Avenue bridges, ensuring conformity to the naturalistic principles espoused by
the planners.63
Under the direction of Chief Engineer Jay Downer and Superintendent
Gilmore D. Clarke, some of the most prestigious architectural ﬁrms in New
York City worked at one time or another for the Bronx Parkway Commission.
Carrere and Hastings, designers of the New York Pubic Library, constructed a
footbridge at Fox Meadow Brook. Delano and Aldrich designed the crossing
at Tuckahoe Road and the bridge over Scarsdale Lake. The ﬁrm of Palmer and
Hornbostel planned the large viaduct carrying the parkway over the New York
Central tracks at White Plains. Carl Condit, writing in American Building in 1932,
called it “a high point in the scientiﬁc design of American concrete bridges.”64
The complete separation of the north- and southbound lanes at Harney Road,
with each roadway proceeding independently around existing topographical features, was a major innovation in road design. Present day drivers feel as if they
are in a densely wooded glade. Built against the wishes of some of the decision
makers, for many Westchesterites, it is the most beautiful part of the parkway.65
Aesthetic considerations affected even the most seemingly mundane decisions. The engineers examined highway and parkway lighting systems then in
use in American cities, ﬁnally selecting the most efﬁcient one. Finding none of
the current light standards natural and unobtrusive enough, however, the engineers designed their own cedar light poles. Of course, unsightly overhead wires
had no place on the Bronx River Parkway. The planners designed an underground system of individual electrical transformers, which became the standard
for parkway lighting.66
After so many long and frustrating years, changes for the better were beginning to appear along the Bronx River. To maintain public support, the commissioners shrewdly mounted an aggressive public relations campaign using
newspaper articles, public presentations, and illustrated annual reports to get the
word out. Over time they developed a standard pitch. Niles’s typical presentation began by recalling the Bronx River of his boyhood. He then demonstrated
how it had been ruined and concluded with an overview of how the Bronx
Parkway Commission would restore it to its former glory.67 Newspapers often
carried nearly identical stories, suggesting that the commissioners were masters
of the carefully prepared press release. Numerous articles explained the importance of the Bronx River Parkway as a public works project designed to remove
nuisance conditions. The Evening Sun predicted if the river were not cleaned up,
a disastrous epidemic was bound to occur. It then added that the parkway would
preserve Westchester’s rural charm. Naturally, The Real Estate Record of Westchester
presented the roadway as an excellent opportunity to stimulate the county’s
economy and boost real estate values.68
In looking at the Bronx Parkway Commission’s published reports, one would
think that the parkway was little more than a slum clearance project.The majority of the photos depict pollution problems and low-class housing. However, the
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broader collection of photographs taken, but not necessarily published, present a
more diversiﬁed impression of the river. They show that some substantial houses
and seemingly successful businesses were located in the path of the proposed road.
By focusing on the slum conditions and ugly billboards, the commission made
the case that it was doing a great public service by transforming urban blight into
pleasant and attractive suburban parkland. They seem to have been successful in
getting their point across. For example, the Bronxville Review reported that an
area near Pondﬁeld Road and Swain Street had been remarkably improved by
the elimination of a crooked muddy road surrounded by a shantytown.69
With New York City and Westchester County ﬁnally committed to the project, the design criteria established, and the public excited, it seemed clear sailing
to the actual completion of the parkway and the parklands. It had been a long
haul. Seven years had elapsed from when Niles had envisioned the project in
1906 until it received ﬁnal approval and funding. The commission spent almost
3 years more acquiring the 1,338 tracts of land by gift, purchase, and condemnation. Finally, in 1916, construction on the roadway and the park had begun.
Motorists expected to be zooming up and down the county at a heady 25 miles
per hour in a few years.
The American entry into World War I, however, brought construction to a
virtual standstill. “The Bronx Parkway Commission is naturally desirous of expediting the completion of the Parkway but war needs come ﬁrst,” the commission wrote in its 1917 Annual Report. “Therefore, the Commission had decided
to defer the starting of all new construction work.”70 The war’s end brought a
resumption of construction, but hopes for expeditious completion proved illusory. Keen postwar bidding for scarce labor and materials had pushed prices sky
high. The commission decided to temporarily curtail some of its work rather
than substantially increase the cost of the project.
The escalation in overall costs for the project not only served to delay completion but also added to the ongoing friction between the parkway ofﬁcials
and the City of New York. Since William Ward had put his considerable political
clout behind the project, and Westchester obviously beneﬁted from the roadway,
little opposition to it arose in the county. New York politicians, however, began
to have second thoughts. Tammany Hall, which had received little patronage
from the project, used its mayoral candidate, William Hylan, as the mouthpiece
in a highly visible campaign against the commission in 1917. The Bronx Home
News, Tammany’s newspaper in the borough, reported that Hylan had gone so
far as to call for the abolition of the commission and advised the Board of Estimate to reject its next request for appropriations.71
Tammany politicians, disappointed by Governor Alfred E. Smith’s decision to
reappoint William Niles and Madison Grant as commissioners, began litigation
in 1922 to discontinue New York City’s appropriations for the Bronx Parkway
Commission entirely. In an opinion supporting the BPC, the Appellate Division
of the Court of Appeals advised that it was too late, after having spent $10
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million, to withdraw on the alleged basis of “fraud and misunderstanding.” The
court ordered the city to pay the $801,000 due and to provide $138,000 in the
budget for the next ﬁscal year. The stage was now set for the completion of the
parkway so long in the making.72
The City of New York might evince little support for the parkway, but the
people of Westchester had clearly begun to see the value of the parkway and its
clean river. In the hot New York summers, children and adults arrived unbidden
for a quick dip. To control the crowds, the commission set up about 16 “bathing pools” all along the river. They constructed rooﬂess shelters and temporary
screens for dressing and toilet facilities, assigning an assistant park keeper to help
“preserve order” and enforce the rule that required bathers to wear swimming
suits or trunks. 69,000 bathers took advantage of the new facilities.73
The Bronxville Review enthused,
A good place to swim or bathe is one of the greatest things to make life livable in
the hot weather, and the bathing places along the Bronx have helped thousands
to stand the recent hot spell. There are thousands of people in Mount Vernon and
nearby communities, and hundreds in the town of Eastchester who do not own
automobiles or are too tired after a hard day’s work to take a trolley ride to the
Sound or the seashore beaches. But a few minute walk to the Bronx and a dip in
the somewhat shallow but glorious little river helps them to forget that the thermometer is hovering around the one hundred mark.
In a democracy such as ours, the ideal good is the good of the greatest number.
If the Parkway can be the poor man’s playground, in furnishing him with bathing
pools, children’s playground, etc, and the rich man’s playground in furnishing him
with one of the most beautiful auto drives in the country it will have met a real
need in a truly American way.74

The commission had opened each section of the parkway as soon as possible
after completion. By 1922, the public could drive from Bronx Park to Mount
Vernon and from Scarsdale to White Plains. The Bronx River Parkway Reservation was a success long before the roadway itself was completed. Perhaps the
Bronxville Review said it best, in describing the remarkable change brought about
by the newly created lakes that bordered the village.
A few years ago the Bronx was a theme for jest; its shallow stream, diverted and
neglected, threatened to disappear. It did not merit the name of “river.” Gradually by deepening its channel, nourishing it with other rivulets and conserving its
moisture through planting on its shores, the Parkway Commission have converted
this waterway into a thing of dignity, beauty and usefulness.
Large as the undertaking may appear, costly as it is, posterity will feel toward
this generation nothing but profound gratitude for the foresight and courage that
inspired it. Westchester is destined to be one of the most densely settled suburban
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sections on the face of the globe. Its park system which will ultimately be the lungs
of the county cannot be too generously planned.75

The one-mile path around the lake quickly became a popular destination for
an evening stroll, with many stopping to admire the beautiful shoreline and the
naturalistic waterfall created at one end. The area became a mecca for swimming, picnicking, ice skating and horseback riding. Scouting was another popular parkway activity, especially after a cabin was built at Scouts Field in 1920.
But not everyone was happy. The parkway was suffering from its own success. New Yorkers were quick to appreciate what has been accomplished; a constant stream of motorcars ﬂowed out of the city on the parkway every evening
and weekend. On one Sunday in May 1924, a total of 17,629 northbound and
southbound cars passed by Bronxville in a 13- hour period. By the summer of
1927, as many as 35,000 cars moved bumper to bumper along the road on sunny
weekends and holidays. County ofﬁcials complained that the parkway was already difﬁcult to control, especially on Sundays and holidays.76
The 40-foot-wide road had not been designed as a busy suburban conduit
but as pleasure drive. To ensure that nothing would detract from that feeling, the
commissioners banned all commercial vehicles. They also discouraged parking
or stopping along the sides of the road by erecting guardrails along the entire
length to keep cars on the pavement.Their rationale was that newly planted trees
and shrubs were being broken or stolen, and other “depredations” were being
committed. However, it can also be surmised that the county wanted to stop the
onslaught from New York City. Westchester’s beautifully landscaped vistas were
not meant for picnicking families escaping from the heat of the city.77
Not all Westchester residents opposed all people coming up from New
York. Public ofﬁcials and real estate ﬁrms welcomed with open arms those who
wanted to buy the new homes being built by the thousands during the 1920s.
These new buyers contributed to rising land and housing prices throughout the
county. Chief Engineer Jay Downer remarked that “lands in the Bronx River
Valley, which could have been acquired a few years ago at much lower costs had
so advanced that the 1200 acres worth twenty-ﬁve years ago, perhaps one and a
half million dollars, are now costing upwards of eight million dollars.”78 Downer
maintained that the reservation made the parkway area desirable for residential
construction because the ban on trucks reduced noise and pollution. The fact
that there were no businesses along the roadway, he continued, meant no billboards and no hot dog stands, which lowered property values.79
A 1924 newspaper picked up on this idea. “Bronxville is destined to have a
wonderful future as a residential district as it is protected by the Bronx River
Parkway from the dangers of unpleasant surroundings.” Similar sentiments were
expressed by communities up and down the Reservation.The White Plains Daily
Reporter claimed that the parkway transformed the greater portion of the county
into a “high class suburban residence section.”
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500 Yonkers Lots in Empire Park, near Bronx River Parkway, September 12, 1925, advertisement.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Hufeland Collection.

By the mid-1920s, real estate brochures and advertisements were beginning
to feature the parkway and its parklands. One mentioned that “the Property on
which the apartment house is to be erected extends from Parkway Road to the
Bronx River Parkway . . . thus insuring permanent light and air. The rear apartment will have an extended view over the parkway which is particularly picturesque at this point.” Another brochure, for an auction of 55 Bronxville residential
plots in 1925 by the James R. Murphy Corporation, had a picture of the newly
completed Bronx River Parkway on its cover. A third reported the construction
of a new apartment home development at the point in Bronxville where Midland Avenue joined the Bronx River Parkway. “Alden Place overlooks the Bronx
Parkway at its widest point, the Parkway lands being one-half mile wide here, and
is fringed with a wonderful growth of old trees.”To further entice buyers, the sellers mentioned that the windows “command extensive views over the surrounding country.” The Scarsdale Estates boasted that it had developed three of the
most charming, natural home sections of Westchester along the parkway—Green
Knolls, Greenacres, and Greenridge. “High ridges of surpassing beauty, overlooking the Bronx Parkway [provide] ﬁne views—pleasing surrounding—fast commuting trains,” enthused another brochure. In Hartsdale, 50 houses were being
built on land within sight of the parkway that had been vacant for years.80
In 1910, the land in the parkway area was valued at $22 million. By 1932,
it had risen to $281 million, an increase of 1,278 percent. Of course, all this of
this cannot be attributed to the new parkway, but certainly its greenbelt had a
beneﬁcial effect on the economic and population growth of the lower part of
Westchester County.81
As a further beneﬁt, the Scarsdale Inquirer explained to readers, “every new
and high class development, every building of a permanent kind, every parkway—such as the Bronx Parkway—is an added barrier against undesirable city
encroachments and another guarantee that Scarsdale, like Germantown [Pennsylvania] and Brookline [Massachusetts], would become a ‘permanent suburb,’
a place for homes and trees and a bit of lawn at least.” Most county residents
agreed. Westchester had every reason to both distinguish itself and try to protect
itself from the behemoth that abutted its southern borders at Mount Vernon,
Pelham, and Yonkers.82
With each ﬁnished segment, the long-awaited ofﬁcial opening of the parkway
grew closer. Construction crews raced to put the last details in place. On November 5, 1925, the full roster of dignitaries from Westchester County, New York
City, and Albany crowded onto the ﬂag-decked platform at Valhalla, New York
for the formal dedication of the Bronx River Parkway. Under the provisions of
the amended Parkway Law, Chapter 197 of the Laws of 1925, the commissioners
transferred title to all the reservation real estate located in the Bronx to the City
of New York, and vested title to that lying in Westchester County in the recently
created Westchester County Park Commission. Having completed the task set
forth for it in 1907, the Bronx River Commission willed itself out of existence.83
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Dedication ceremony, November 5, 1925.
Courtesy of the Westchester County Archives, PPC-1310.

Although he could not attend the dedication of the parkway because of pressing
business in Albany, Governor Alfred E. Smith wrote to Madison Grant expressing his appreciation for the years that he and his fellow ofﬁcials had dedicated
to the completion of the project. “This proposition of continuous service of
disinterested men serving for long overlapping terms is something which I have
come to believed is essential to the development of the park system of this state.”
In appreciation for Grant’s service and in recognition of his expertise, Governor
Smith appointed him Vice-Chairman of the Taconic State Park Commission,
“in this way to retain your interest and services for the State park program, and
I hope that we may ﬁnd some way of keeping your two associates in the further
development of the uniﬁed State park plan.”84
The men who conceived the Bronx River Parkway, nurtured it through
years of rejection, protected it from special interests, and maintained its high
level of craftsmanship never questioned the Progressive philosophy that “good
government” required the services of “good men” insulated from the intrusive,
messy aspects of democracy. Westchester County, tethered to a notorious New
York City political machine in an ambitious and long-running project, had every reason to want to insulate the undertaking from the dubious inﬂuences of
its powerful neighbor. The commission system provided the mechanism to do
just that. But it also shielded the commission from almost any inﬂuence by those
who would be directly affected by its actions.
Despite the size and duration of the project, few, if any, hearings or public
meetings were held to discuss its purposes, objectives, and methods. Niles, Grant,
and Cannon, conﬁdent that they had the best interests of all members of the
community in mind, simply assumed that they had all the information and resources needed to complete the project. Whatever expertise they lacked could
be gotten by turning to professionals, “experts,” or the local business and professional community. From their perspective, what could the “average citizen”
possibly contribute? And if the truth be told, their attitude reﬂected those of
politicians in New York City and Westchester County.
The Bronx River Parkway was the creation of a particular political moment,
the coming together of ambitious individuals, political philosophies, and economic forces. But more than that, it would be the template for future parkway
construction: its success spurred emulation by other metropolitan park departments, state park programs, the National Park Service, and highway departments
throughout the United States. The parkway’s staff of engineers and landscape
designers would go on to perfect their ideas on numerous other projects.
On a local level, the momentum begun by the Bronx Parkway Commission quickly produced results. William Ward indicated his continuing belief in
and support for the commission’s personnel by appointing Chief Engineer Jay
Downer as head of the Westchester County Parks Commission. Downer’s distinguished career included appointment as the engineering representative on
the Board of Design for the 1939 World’s Fair, and designer and supervisory

Suburban Transportation Redeﬁned 282

Hutchinson River Parkway, early twentieth century.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Mrs. Joseph Fleck, 96.8.1.

engineer for the La Guardia Airport. Downer and his commission continued to
expand the county park system, preserving thousands of acres of land for public
use before development irremediably changed its character.85
Ward knew talent when he saw it and appointed Gilmore Clarke Chief Landscape Architect for the parks commission. One of the twentieth century’s most
prominent parkway designers, he worked on the Saw Mill River Parkway, the
Hutchinson River Parkway, and other county projects. He later went to work
for the federal government, applying his landscaping principles to the newly
constructed Mount Vernon Memorial Highway, George Washington Memorial
Parkway, Blue Ridge Parkway, and Baltimore-Washington Parkway. In the New
York metropolitan area, his design ﬁrm, Clarke and Rapuano, would later design
the Palisades Parkway.
The project strongly inﬂuenced public sentiment in favor of supporting additional parkways, recreational facilities, and improved transportation routes. As
early as April 1925, the Bronxville Review voiced its support. “No public improvement seems to have caught the imagination of the people more than that
of parkway development. The example of the Bronx River Parkway which has
converted the valley of the Bronx into such a picturesque recreational area is an

283 Suburban Transportation Redeﬁned

The Fenimore Road Bridge over the Bronx River Parkway in Hartsdale.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.

index to the larger plans of the County Park Commission. Bronxville in losing some of its country aspects through the increase of home building has been
compensated by parkway advantages and beautiﬁcation of the landscape that
have enhanced the natural charms of this neighborhood.”86
Westchester County quickly got to work. It was relatively easy to replicate
the Bronx River Parkway because the three county rivers were similar, winding
up through the county between the spiny ridges that separated the river valleys.
The Hutchinson River Parkway and the Saw Mill River Parkway incorporated
many of the design features of the Bronx River Parkway. Not only did the they
have the same curves as they followed the river and similar stone bridges, but the
Hutchinson River Parkway also had two large lakes, extensive landscaping, and
the bridle paths that Bronxville residents had lobbied for.
New York Governor Al Smith had observed that parkways were not simply
scenic amenities but the means to improve the regions through which they
passed, increase property values and tax revenues, reduce travel time to an unprecedented degree, and provide broad-based beneﬁts for urban residents seek-
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Fenimore Road Bridge on the Bronx River Parkway at Hartsdale.
Courtesy of Westchester County Historical Society Library, Picture Collection.

ing fresh air and wholesome outdoor recreation. He pressed for quick action on
state parkway projects, such as the Taconic Parkway, which extended the Bronx
River Parkway northward.
Perhaps nowhere is the inﬂuence of the Bronx River Parkway and its school
of naturalistic highway design better seen than in the work of the master builder
of New York, Robert Moses. Moses adopted the standards used to construct the
Bronx River Parkway for his Northern State and Southern State Parkways, going so far as to acquire the services of Gilmore D. Clarke. Never one to be outdone, he not only asked Clarke to design the same type of stone-faced bridges
but also insisted that all 100 of them had to be of different designs.87
Moses agreed that rustic cedar light poles and guardrails were part of the
ambiance of suburban parkways, but his roads were built in the 1930s, when cars
traveled at much higher rates of speed. Moses pushed his engineers to develop a
system of steel cabling within the wooden guardrails, thus maintaining the rustic
look but providing greater safety.
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The Bronx River Parkway was the only roadway built before the introduction
of modern, high-speed autos. Already outmoded by the time of its completion
in 1925, it has become one of the county’s most dangerous routes. But because
of its unique place in roadway engineering history and its special place in the
hearts of Westchester County residents, all efforts at modernization have raised
a storm of criticism. Although the parkway is inadequate for its daily volume
of trafﬁc, most Westchester residents have clearly indicated their unwillingness
to make substantive changes other than those to ensure safety. Any suggestion
that the roadway be changed or expanded through beautiful Garth Woods has
raised howls of protests and threats of local residents to chain themselves to the
trees. The badly deteriorating bridge over the railroad tracks in White Plains
had been limited to one lane in each direction for years as preservationists and
highway experts debate the best way to reconstruct it without destroying its
historic value.
The Westchester County Parks Department has continued to plant trees and
bushes, dredge the Bronx River to keep it free-ﬂowing, and maintain paths
along the river. On any given day bike riders, rollerbladers, parents pushing baby
carriages, and lovers strolling hand in hand enjoy the beauty of the valley. They
are not alone. Joining them are thousands driving on the parkway and enjoying
the vistas so carefully constructed long before. All of them are probably oblivious
to the forces that created the Bronx River Parkway Reservation, and in turn, the
county of Westchester. And at the Bronx Zoo, the waterfowl are healthy, the river
is clear, and the air smells fresh.
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8.

Market in the Meadows
The Development and Impact of Westchester’s Cross County
Shopping Center, 1947–1956

Bartholomew F. Bland 1

“The trip’s just not worth it. If Wanamaker’s wants my business, they’ll just
have to move out here.”2 These words, spoken in 1947 by Dorothy Wood, a
Westchester housewife tired from her long shopping commute to Manhattan,
proved to be prophetic for the future of the suburban shopping center, for her
husband, C. Van Wood, was one of the key players in the development of the
Cross County Shopping Center in Yonkers, a structure emblematic of the increasing suburbanization of the consumer experience in the United States in the
decade following World War II.
The success of shopping centers and shopping malls has led to unintended
consequences for urban and suburban daily life, by changing the nation’s concept of public space, urban retailing, and patterns of leisure. The Cross County
Center, which opened in 1954, provides a comparatively early example of the
major impact that large shopping complexes would have on both urban and
suburban areas. Its opening offers a lens for looking at these complicated issues
and at the inﬂuence of this particular shopping center on the metropolitan area
of New York City and the downtown shopping district of Yonkers, Getty Square,
in Westchester.3
The new shopping center spurred growth and trafﬁc both in Yonkers and
across Westchester County.The Cross County Center, and others like it, also had
a long-term effect on the surrounding region. The shopping centers and malls
developing in Long Island, northern New Jersey, Westchester, and other suburban areas around New York City in the 1950s had, in the aggregate, major economic consequences for the city. In 1952 alone, while the Cross County Center
was under construction, large-scale shopping centers were simultaneously being
built in other suburbs, such as Paramus, New Jersey; Hicksville, Long Island; and
Roosevelt Field, near Hempstead. In the same year these shopping meccas were
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rising, New York City registered a loss of a full 8 percent of its retail sales, as major increases in sales revenue were being posted in Long Island and Westchester.4
The shift of New York’s retail growth to the surrounding suburbs reﬂects the
similar shift of population growth to those suburbs. Between 1947 and 1953, the
suburban population of metropolitan New York grew to 9,000,000 people, representing a 43 percent increase; in contrast, in the years before World War II, the
population of the New York City suburbs had been growing at approximately
the same rate as the rest of the urban population.5
The Cross County Center was built within the city limits of Yonkers, but is
in a more “suburban” section than the downtown Getty Square. Yonkers itself
can be regarded as a part of the broader New York City suburb or Westchester
County. Traditionally, however, boosters of Yonkers desired to see their town as a
destination and urban magnet in its own right, rather than as a mere extension
of New York City.
One of the biggest engines for the new construction of shopping malls nationwide was the new set of tax laws passed by Congress in 1954. These laws
made it more proﬁtable to build shopping centers, because an accelerated depreciation for new construction enabled developers to recoup their investments in a
short amount of time.The impact was immediate: in 1953, new shopping center
construction in the United States totaled 6,000,000 square feet, but by 1956, that
ﬁgure had ballooned by 500 percent.6
The huge expansion of retail space was aimed not at the rariﬁed suburban
dwellers of the pre–World War II era but at a much more broad-based, middleclass, middle-income populace.The problem was obvious: how could retail businesses efﬁciently get goods and services to the growing number of suburbanites?
Clearly, the suburbs represented a major new market. By 1953 they were the
home of 19 percent of the nation’s total population, and this meant retail business followed. In 1954, the National Association of Retail Clothiers and Furnishers estimated that 200 regional shopping centers (deﬁned as those with at
least 2 “anchor” department stores, drawing consumers from at least a 20-mile
radius) would open in the next 5 years as merchants strove to take advantage
of the population shift.7 By draining off a large portion of the retail economy,
suburban malls contributed to the well-known urban problems of cities during
the 1960s and 1970s. In ﬂight from minorities, rising crime, rising taxes, and
the chaos of uncontrolled public space in downtown areas, middle-class shoppers increasingly preferred to stay in their own bright, safe, controlled shopping
environments in the suburbs. As the problems of the city became mythologized
in suburban legend, housewives increasingly demanded that the retail amenities
of the city come to them.
Suburbs and their shopping centers had a dynamic relationship during the
1950s. The rush toward the suburbs clearly produced the desire for more shopping centers, and the centers themselves drove development by making it more
convenient to live in the suburbs. As one analysis pointed out, “the growing
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number of stores in the outlying areas has provided employment for large numbers of people and has brought added prosperity as a result to the entire area. It
has also increased real estate values, since houses in the vicinity of good shopping
are more salable than elsewhere.”8 This trend has continued over the last ﬁfty
years. Suburbs are now planned and built around malls, which seems to signal
“the symbolic and material dependence on what many have suggested are the
cathedrals of our time.”9
Although retail shopping in the form of branches of Manhattan-based department stores had come to Westchester County as early as 1930, the Cross County
Center represented an important step in the maturation of the Westchester retail
economy, by introducing a higher concentration of retail shops or “experiences”
in one central location.The center also represented a distinctive step in Westchester’s lessening dependence on New York City for shopping, since it included two
“branch” department stores, the largest yet seen in Westchester, which began to
rival the ﬂagship stores based in Manhattan. By catering largely to females, seen
by businesses as the key suburban consumers, the center also reemphasized the
stereotyped sex roles of the 1950s that, in theory, reduced the need for women to
venture into Manhattan, the world of their husbands, to make purchases.
The success of the suburban shopping center, as exempliﬁed by the Cross
County Center, imperiled the traditional downtown department store and
downtown shopping districts (in this case, Yonkers’s Getty Square), both of
which had difﬁculty competing with the range of choice available. As The New
York Times editorialized about the Cross County Center, “there must be hardly
any human want, to be bought in stores, which cannot be reasonably well satisﬁed there.”10 And the statistics show that increasingly the suburbs were where
people chose to fulﬁll all of those human wants. Between 1928 and 1949, sales
in Manhattan department stores dropped off by nearly 2 percent, while in the
greater New York City area, they jumped by a staggering 62.4 percent, indicating that the future of retail growth lay outside of Manhattan.11
Because of its open-air design and its comparatively modest scale compared
to later, larger shopping malls, the Cross County Center, innovative at the time,
now seems dated. It is a regional pedestrian shopping center whose general style
was typical of those built in the immediate postwar period: a complex of retail
stores surrounding an open pedestrian concourse, which in later iterations would
be enclosed and climate controlled.12 The Cross County Center is made up of a
series of 15 separate buildings sharing a single parking lot, that are organized to
create a 1,000-foot-long open green mall between the buildings, on which the
majority of the smaller shops opened.13 There are several generally recognized
forms of open-air shopping centers constructed during the 1950s, all of which
consist of a building complex surrounded by a large expanse of grade-level
parking. Cross County Center most generally conforms to the “dumbbell” type,
a layout usually attributed to Austrian architect Victor Gruen, considered the
father of the modern mall. In this layout the central open pedestrian concourse
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Cross County Center site plan showing location of stores in the center (1954).
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.

or “mall” runs between two larger department stores, ﬂanked on both sides by
smaller retail outlets.14 The Cross County Center represents the late phase of the
open-air shopping center’s heyday, although this kind of complex continued to
be built through the late 1960s. In 1956, only 2 years after the Cross County
Center opened, Gruen built Southdale, the world’s ﬁrst fully enclosed shopping center, in suburban Minneapolis and transformed the modern shopping
experience. The new, enclosed shopping malls quickly became the preferred
type of structure since they were equally welcoming in all weather, and many
of the older open-air shopping centers were later enclosed. However, while the
enclosed malls provided the ability to control climate, they lacked the outdoor
shopping center’s relationship to nature. Recognizing this aesthetic limitation,
people are once again ﬁnding open-air shopping centers desirable, and the last
decade has seen a substantial increase in their construction, particularly in more
temperate parts of the country.
The tone in contemporary published accounts of the new shopping center was
one of overwhelming enthusiasm. Even allowing for the anticipated public relations machine charged with garnering positive press, today’s veteran shopper can
only regard the enthusiasm and excitement as wide-eyed, reﬂecting the booming economy and optimistic attitude of the 1950s. The Herald Statesman sang the
center’s praises ecstatically and The New York Times provided surprising amounts of
coverage in its business section, all with an approving, if slightly less effusive tone.
Clearly The New York Times was aware of the shift in its readers and advertisers: the paper rented space in the new center, where it maintained a public
service and information center along with circulation and advertising ofﬁces.
Acknowledging the bucolic setting, the Times also announced the Westchester
ofﬁces would maintain “a complete ﬁle of reference data for gardeners and on
other matters of particular interest to suburbanites.”15
The opening of the Cross County Center in the mid-1950s coincided with a
time when most urban downtowns were still economically viable. National handwringing over decline would mark the 1960s and 1970s, when many downtowns
lost their ﬂagship department stores. While the demand for retail shopping has
remained constant, the true costs of such suburban shopping centers to the life of
urban business districts have become clearer, in the loss of tax revenue, jobs, and
vital urban street life. Shoppers desire the convenience, low prices, and widest
possible consumer selection that suburban shopping centers provide.
New York City Stores in Westchester Before the
Cross County Center
Westchester had a long history of retail business dating back to the nineteenth
century, but the advent of “branches” of Manhattan-based stores was a quarter of
a century before the opening of the Cross County Center.The trendsetter for all
the branch department stores that were to follow was B. Altman & Co. In May
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1930, at the beginning of the Great Depression, looking for ways to increase its
revenue, B. Altman decided to take advantage of the growing suburban market
and opened its ﬁrst branch in White Plains on Mamaroneck Avenue, the road
linking that town with the sound shore communities and the New York–White
Plains Post Road, the direct route between White Plains and New York City.16
The new store took advantage of a location “at the exact center of Westchester,”
with converging highways, railroads, and bus lines. It had not been designed
speciﬁcally for B. Altman but was a leased building, completed at the end of
1929, which had been without tenants in a lean economic environment. Unlike
the full-scale Wanamakers and Gimbel’s at the later Cross County Center, the
Altman store was not so much a “branch” operation as a “twig” (a smaller store
that could not yet be a called a branch).17 Even the name, the Altman-Westchester
Shopping Service, suggested that it was an additional amenity for suburbanites
rather than a full-scale department store. The store was small compared to later
suburban branches, a mere 2,500 square feet.18 Rather than having a great deal
of merchandise on site, it announced that “special telephone and delivery service
from the New York City establishment will result in a virtual welding of the two
stores for beneﬁt of Altman’s Westchester patrons.”19
The location had been selected because it was at the center of Westchester,
and even in 1930 proximity to the “radiating motor highways” was considered
extremely important to the store’s success.20 Like other department stores of the
period, B. Altman’s merchandising took into account the suburban location, emphasizing clothing for women and children, since many commuting husbands
apparently were buying their business clothes in town. By the 1950s, realizing
that its competitors were expanding their presence in Westchester, the company
opened a new, million-dollar store on the site of the old Westchester & Boston
Railway station, two and a half times larger than the previous store and featuring
parking for 500 cars. Appealing to a more upscale market than the Cross County
Center, the new B. Altman continued to emphasize a degree of customer service
not readily available at that shopping center, and created an elaborate system of
package delivery that included ferrying customers to their parked cars via a ﬂeet
of station wagons provided especially for the purpose.21
The Great Depression and World War II slowed the growth of department
store branches, but consumer demand exploded in the post–World War II years.22
As branches of New York’s largest department stores opened in Westchester, local
retailers began to feel the increased competition. In 1947, Bloomingdale’s announced its plans to acquire Ware’s Department Store in New Rochelle, then
the largest department store in Westchester. Long a local landmark, it had been
founded by Howard Reuben Ware as a dry goods and millinery store in the
1890s.23 Although Ware’s had been identiﬁed with New Rochelle since it was
a small village, the town was happy to have the prestige that Bloomingdale’s
brought. The new Bloomingdale’s, the converted Ware’s building, had not been
built speciﬁcally as a suburban branch store. In the postwar years, when most
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other department stores were building new structures, Bloomingdale’s takeover
is somewhat surprising.
Besides the obvious advantages of moving into a well-known location was
the availability of extensive parking, which was key to closing the deal. “Undoubtedly one of the major attractions in connection with the sale of Ware’s
was the two and a third acre parking space which was acquired and developed
with excellent foresight by . . . the owners of the Ware building. We venture to
suggest that that parking ﬁeld was a vital reason why Bloomingdale’s was interested in the ﬁrst place in acquiring the business.”24 For more than thirty years,
Bloomingdale’s provided a desirable anchor that allowed downtown Main Street
in New Rochelle to remain a viable business district in the wake of more modern shopping centers like the Cross County Center.25
In 1948, the year following the Bloomingdale’s takeover in New Rochelle, an
“almost complete” version of New York’s Lord & Taylor opened in Westchester,
after an interesting series of complications that proved a harbinger of downtown-vs.-suburban mall development ﬁghts. In 1945, the new Lord &Taylor
had originally been planned for New Rochelle, but the store chose a new site
over 4 miles away from the main business district for its new building. Lord &
Taylor proposed to build on 15 acres of landscaped grounds on Weaver Street,
and the plan would involve rezoning in a residential area and negotiating with
the Westchester County Park Commission to allow an entrance directly from
the Hutchinson River Parkway.
Businessmen in New Rochelle were conﬂicted. They wanted Lord &Taylor
to come to their city, but, following the Bloomingdale’s model, they wanted
the store to move downtown. Lord &Taylor executives were adamant that they
would follow the new “modern trend” for exclusive merchandising and would
build in a “park-like” setting with elaborate landscaped grounds surrounding the
building, with private parking and circular one-way trafﬁc.26 The artist’s renderings of the proposed site certainly look alluring, although, ironically, they show
no actual cars on the curving roads. The drawings suggest an elegant concept
that in later incarnations was degraded by trafﬁc problems into massive stores
surrounded by seas of cement. However, no matter how beautifully presented,
the design still had the basic problem of disengagement from the rest of New
Rochelle. A survey of businessmen indicated objections to the site and the unanimous desire to induce Lord &Taylor to build within the city.27 At the time the
zoning hurdles, combined with the power of New Rochelle’s still-ﬂourishing
downtown, were enough to impede Lord &Taylor’s plans.
Instead, the store relocated to more prestigious Scarsdale, a community with
a much smaller and less powerful business district, where it built a distinctive
white brick structure that would become the signature look of the store’s other
suburban branches. Similar to Lord &Taylor’s original plans for New Rochelle,
the new store was placed in the center of 10 acres of landscaped property, to create a bucolic feeling of shopping in the countryside.
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Modernist design comes to Westchester: a model for Lord & Taylor
stands in front of the store’s distinctive white brick façade (1948).
Collection of The Hudson River Museum.

Like many of the new suburban department stores, the Scarsdale Lord &Taylor sought to shake off the perceived stigma of being an inferior “branch.” Dorothy Shaver, the president of the company and one of the nation’s ﬁrst female
retailing executives, made a point to note the wide range of stock available at the
new store, in which a miniature of each ﬂoor in New York was reproduced to
make a “complete” unit.28
Like B. Altman before it, the store featured departments that provide clues to
what was considered important to the well-appointed, afﬂuent suburban style
of living. There was a special area for purchasing Boy Scout uniforms, as well as
a department stocking uniforms for the family maid and a special department
exclusively dedicated to bar accessories. Although the designer “fashion ﬂoor”
from New York was condensed into a single small section, young matrons no
longer had to journey into the city to purchase their country club ﬁnery.29
The pace of opening suburban branch stores increased, and White Plains
solidiﬁed its position as Westchester County’s premier shopping destination in
the years after World War II. In 1949, Macy’s White Plains opened downtown to
instant success and equally instant trafﬁc jams.30 In 1954, the same year the Cross
County Center opened, Saks Fifth Avenue opened its ﬁrst New York suburban
store in White Plains, a 5-story structure with parking on the roof. Despite its
elegance, the concept of a landscaped park for shopping was giving way to more
pavement to satisfy the seemingly endless demands for increased parking space.31
White Plains consolidated its hold on upscale shopping through the mid-1950s,
though the stores being built were freestanding department stores on a traditional model, albeit with additional parking facilities. The Cross County Center
in Yonkers would become White Plains’s chief competitor in sales to middleincome people, and would represent a major step forward in consolidating consumers’ multiple shopping needs and wants into a centralized experience.
Contemporaneous Retailing Ringing New York City, or
“Market in the Meadows”
The new Cross County Center was one of the largest “markets in the meadows” that the nation had yet seen, and an early example of a trend that began
in the late 1940s and accelerated throughout the 1950s.32 Other shopping centers in New Jersey and Long Island were being developed with similar success
during the period. What makes the Cross County Center experience different
was its proximity to and position within the established city of Yonkers, which
meant that the older Getty Square shopping district was coming under increasing threat.
That phrase “market in the meadows” perfectly encapsulates the feeling of
the countryside that so entranced suburbanites. The desire to live in nature has
long been acknowledged as a major lure of suburban living, and the market
extended the ideal of the house in the country to commerce. “Markets” con-
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The Cross County Center parking lot in the early years (c. 1956). The landscaping had not quite
reached the arcadian ideal. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Postcard Collection.

jured up visions of open-air, vaguely nineteenth-century country markets selling
home-baked farm goods to rosy-cheeked shepherdesses just coming in from
“meadows.” The reality was not quite so picturesque, but once the shopper had
successfully navigated the sea of asphalt in the parking lot at Cross County,
she could concentrate on promenading the landscaped green mall forming the
“spine” of the complex, which gave shoppers the feeling of being surrounded by
leafy green goodness. To ensure the attractiveness of the layout, the central mall
and its surrounding grounds were designed by W. Lee Moore of Scarsdale, one of
the country’s leading landscaping engineers, and approximately 300,000 bushes
and shrubs were planted on the site to enhance the feeling of countryside.
There were also a number of symbolic landscaping gestures designed for
maximum publicity: for instance, because Washington’s army camped on Valentine Hill overlooking the Cross County Center site, Moore decided to plant
ﬂowering cherry trees to celebrate Washington’s birthday.33 This effect of an artiﬁcial arcadia has been developed and reﬁned in thousands of modern malls,
featuring glass-enclosed atriums and arcades ﬁlled with perfect palms and foliage
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Cross County Center showing more mature landscaping (late 1960s). (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, John Zukowsky Slide Archive.

that is whisked away at the slightest sign of decay. The outside was brought into
the stores by window-walls that served the double function of permitting customers to see the “country” outside and allowing passersby on the surrounding
promenade to look at the stores inside.34 Thus, each view through the windows
conjured a different deep-rooted desire, one for the soothing, idyllic rural (or at
least suburban) life and one for the alluring manufactured consumer goods the
growing 1950s economy could provide.
All of the contemporary predictions for the Cross County Center surmised
(with varying degrees of accuracy) that the new mall would draw not only the
growing suburban population of Westchester County but also people from New
York City, particularly the parts of the Bronx that abutted Westchester.35 Initial
studies and surveys completed to predict income potential showed 1.5 million
people lived within a 7-mile radius of the center, with the Bronx little more
than a mile away.36 Certainly, Cross County’s position at the edge of Riverdale,
a prosperous section of the Bronx only a 6-minute drive away, contributed to
increased expectations, but the builders also hoped to draw a sizable number of
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patrons from Manhattan. It was estimated that the center would need to generate a minimum of $50 million a year in retail shopping.37 A preliminary survey
indicated that 50 percent of the sales would be to residents of New York City
and Connecticut who would seek to avoid taxes in their home communities.38
As one prescient observer noted, “municipal planners should sharpen their pencils to record the many impacts of the development.”39
In the 1950s, conﬁdence in “growth” meant that it was frequently taken as a
synonym for “progress,” and often not monitored carefully. Indulging in suburban cliché, one researcher commented that “a good many people in Westchester
are so busy keeping crabgrass out of their lawns and comic books out of their
rooms that they don’t keep track of things happening within a sparrow’s hop of
their front doors.”40 It is debatable to what degree these people were keeping
track of the progress of the retail economy in their area.
In fact, immediately after World War II, there seems to have been slightly
more concerted resistance to development that dissipated in the 1950s, as seen
in Lord &Taylor’s attempt to build in New Rochelle. Similarly, the Ridgeway
Shopping Center in Stamford, Connecticut faced acrimonious opposition when
it was built in 1946, as businessmen feared it would damage the downtown district. But by the time of the Cross County Center 7 years later, a survey by the
Westchester Planning Division found that negative sentiment toward shopping
centers had largely been mitigated, and that 86 percent of the people polled
stated they liked the new shopping center, citing its convenience, variety of
shops, and available free parking.41
Early Development at the Cross County Site
Access to main trafﬁc arteries was key in the selection of the Cross County Center site, since it was estimated that some 25 million cars would pass by each year,
and the complex would become a lure for thousands of “drop-in” customers.42
The junction of the Cross-County Parkway and the proposed New York–Buffalo Thruway was chosen. Access considerations were paramount, and the economic power of the mall had a direct impact on municipal decisions regarding
trafﬁc patterns in the area.
As early as the autumn of 1947, reports began to surface in newspapers that
Wanamakers Department Store was considering building on a 54-acre tract then
owned by Westchester County at the intersection of Central Park Avenue and
the Cross-County Parkway.43 Although the original plan may have been for a
freestanding store, the project quickly evolved to include a much greater scheme,
and Wanamakers became only one part of a much larger complex.
All Best Roads Lead Swiftly to the Cross County Center. Early advertising for the shopping center
emphasized its centrality and easy access from many points (c. 1954).
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.
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Aeriel view of the proposed Cross County Center (c. 1953).
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.

On November 29, 1947, The Herald Statesman quoted C. Van Ness Wood,
a real estate broker who later became the leasing agent for Cross County, acknowledging that he had submitted an offer for the property to Westchester
County on behalf of a New York ﬁrm of attorneys. The county authorized the
sale of the land at public auction, and this was done on January 30, 1948. Wood
was bidding for the Midhattan Operating Company but was outbid by Leonard
Marx of the Marx Realty and Improvement Company of New York City, whose
ﬁnal offer was $276,001.44 Two months later, Marx decided to sell the property
to Midhattan, which held it for 3 years. In July 1951, the property was ﬁnally
sold to developer Sol G. Atlas, who would became the owner of the new shopping center, and work on the site began quickly.45
Atlas, “a man with a golden touch in real estate,” was the driving force behind the development of the Cross County Center.46 He had experience as a
developer of suburban retail space, having already built two similar, smaller-scale
shopping centers on Long Island, the Miracle Mile at Manhasset and the North
Shore Mart at Great Neck.47 Clearance of the land began by 1952, and later in
the year, piles for the foundations were driven. The Cross County Center was a
major technical challenge, and in 1953 it was announced that plans were growing and there would be a change to trafﬁc patterns in the area. The thruway
would run along Central Park Avenue, with each side redeveloped for local trafﬁc.48 The expanded plans for the new regional shopping center were announced
and the new larger design was estimated to have buildings containing 1 million
square feet on a 68-acre site at the junction of the Cross-County Parkway and
the projected New York–Buffalo Thruway.
Many earlier Westchester branch department stores had stood alone, but
Cross County exploited the idea of mass retailing, creating not only competition but also exponential growth in sales by concentrating choices in one loca-
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[top] Construction of the new John Wanamakers Westchester (1954).
[bottom] John Wanamakers Westchester completed (1955).
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.

tion. Noting the presence of both Wanamakers and Gimbel’s (the slightly less
prestigious of the two), Wood said, “the big stores felt they would complement
each other, dealing in different merchandise and allowing housewives to indulge
in shopping for prices.”49 In fact, Wanamakers had purchased the rights to the
land in 1948 and had reserved the right to be the exclusive department store on
the site, until Atlas convinced the company to team with another anchor store.
Gimbel’s was a fairly late addition to the center’s plans, persuaded to sign a lease
in the summer of 1953. Just as the department stores were chosen to complement each other, care was given to the selection of the smaller stores to ensure
they would not cannibalize one another’s business. For instance, the six shoe
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The design for Gimbel’s department store (1954).
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.

stores were divided among children’s, men’s, and women’s shoes within different
price ranges.50
The total price tag for the center was estimated at $30 million. It required
an estimated 2 million man-hours of labor, and nearly 1 million cubic yards of
landﬁll were used after approximately 50,000 cubic yards of rock were excavated. Forestalling any possible complaint about the development of the site, the
marshy land that the center was to occupy was pejoratively termed a “swamp”
in the press.The completed buildings had 1.25 million square feet of space made
of 5.3 million bricks; the initial plan was for 5,140 parking spaces, calculated to
accommodate an estimated 20,000 shoppers a day. This proved to be inadequate
and the parking lot was expanded by 1,000 spaces a year after the center opened.
Parking increasingly was an issue as the mall became a victim of its own success, experiencing gridlock from its opening day. It was clear by the 1950s that
Americans loved their cars and loved to take them shopping.51
One result of the development of the new shopping center was the builder’s
desire to move the route of the Cross-County Parkway, which had an elegant
curve that originally overlapped the land designated for the parking lot. The
developers proposed straightening out this “dangerous” curve in the parkway
through a complex land-swap deal with the county and the state. Although the
Westchester County Board of Supervisors approved the plan by 34 to 4, it is
telling that the representatives of Yonkers objected to it, noting that city ofﬁcials
had not been consulted and that there were objections on the grounds that the
narrower center islands proposed were “contrary to all safety standards.”52 The
driving motivation for the change was probably not the danger of the curve,
but rather that the parkway had been laid out with scenic vistas for automobiles
traveling at a leisurely pace. The new “thruway,” designed to intersect with the
older “parkway,” suggests the kind of high-volume, high-speed trafﬁc the new
mall was expecting to attract.53
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Architecture and the Aesthetic Shopping Experience
Lathrop Douglass was the architect for the Cross County site, and he had extensive experience in the burgeoning shopping center industry. Among his previous
projects were the Macy’s store in White Plains and the North Shore Mart on
Long Island.54 One of his innovations for Cross County Center was a y-shaped
tunnel 1,600 feet long, for truck delivery and pick-up. This helped hide much
of the “back of store” unsightly operations and helped to maintain the illusion
of a “market in the meadows” for the consumer, impossible in the developed
downtown areas like Getty Square, where delivery trucks were forced to mingle
with shoppers on city streets.55
The proposed stores and parking area were designed to occupy 15 acres of
the 68-acre site. In acknowledgment of the paramount importance of the automobile, most of the stores had dual entrances to the parking areas, and the center
ran shuttles to increase ease of access. In modern shopping center parlance, the
term “mall” has come to be shorthand for any conglomeration of stores connected under a climate-controlled enclosure, but Cross County was built around
an actual 1,000-foot-long, 70-foot-wide outdoor landscaped mall. Most small
stores in the complex faced the open mall, which had overhanging eaves to
The Cross County Mobile Shuttle makes access to the parking lot easier (1954).
Collection of The Hudson River Museum.
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The ofﬁce tower at the Cross County Center. The building housed a small hospital on its top four
ﬂoors, professional ofﬁces on its three lower ﬂoors, and retail stores on the ground level, including
Oppenheim Collins and the People’s Savings Bank (1954).
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.

protect against rain, although not against ﬂuctuations in temperature. The next
generation of malls achieved that, with 100 percent controlled environments.
The Cross County Center was also quite innovative in combining retail and
nonretail activities, and was a forerunner to the models of the late 1960s, enclosed pedestrian malls that began to evolve into mixed-use developments with
attached ofﬁce buildings, a form that would later be termed the “super mall.”56
An eight-story ofﬁce building with retail space on the ground level was included
on the Cross County site; the building also housed the Cross County Medical
Center, a small private hospital, on the top four ﬂoors, and ofﬁces on the lower
ﬂoors. The anchor department stores, Wanamakers, Gimbel’s, and First National
Food, each had separate structures.
These shops generally came to be termed “anchors” or “magnets” because
from the beginning (and continuing to the present day), they were positioned at
the ends of malls, their greater trafﬁc designed to “pull” shoppers into the center
and along the lengths of the promenades. Between the end of World War II and
1953, more than 40 different branches of department stores opened in the New
York suburbs, often as anchors for shopping centers.57 At Cross County, both
Wanamakers and Gimbel’s were distinctive because of their size: each had approximately 200,000 square feet, at the time, nearly twice the size of any other
Westchester branch of a New York department store, and each was designed to
be expanded by up to 60,000 feet.58
The Cross County Center was innovative in other ways: one of the most
notable is that many second-generation shopping centers and later enclosed
malls did not include grocery stores, which tended to be segregated from the
more “upscale” retail experience, although this has changed somewhat in recent
years with the rise in popularity of gourmet supermarkets. At Cross County,
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Explore a New Food Universe as Vast as Outerspace and as Beautiful as a Moonlit Night.
This advertisement for First National Supermarket Stores shows the association of new
consumer products with the national interest in the space race (1954).
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.

First National Food featured an unusual conveyor-belt system that moved food
directly from the store into the parking area. In theory, “Mrs. Suburbia” would
be able to drive up to a portico where attendants would load purchases directly
into her car. Largely because the unanticipated glut of automobile trafﬁc, this
experimental feature never caught on as a standard design for most nationwide
supermarkets.
The descriptions of the new food store suggested the entrance to a treasure
trove: “As customers step on the ‘magic carpets’ at this super self-service market
the doors swing wide.”59 The store bragged of the “largest selection of frozen foods
in the country, made available in a dazzling 126 foot display,” and, most excitingly,
promised “complete meals fresh frozen in trays for those to whom time spent in
preparing dinner is important.”60 The TV dinner had arrived in Westchester.
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The Shops and Opening Day
The Cross County Shopping Center ofﬁcially opened for business on Wednesday, April 28, 1954, without either Wanamakers or Gimbel’s yet open. In fact,
the facility was only 50 percent complete, but 21 of the 40 stores were ready for
business. A partial lineup of the stores opening reads like a roll call of middleclass merchandising of the period:
A. S. Beck Shoe Company, Blackton-Fifth Avenue, Buster Brown Shoes, Fanny
Farmer, Fenway Shops, Gimbel’s, Horn and Hardart, International Shoe Company,
Lerner’s, Miles Shoes, Oppenheim-Collins, Plymouth Shops, Charles Rosenberg,
optometrist, Town and Country Fashions, Walgreen Drugs, Wallach’s, Wanamaker’s,
Wilsker’s Delicatessen, F. W. Woolworth, Laytin’s for Interiors, The New York
Times, the Texas Company, the Red Coach Restaurant, County Stationers, and
Household Finance Corporation.61

The range of stores was wide, including a delicatessen and a drugstore, reﬂecting careful selection to appeal to a broad spectrum of middle-class consumers. Despite this variety, there was a distinct lack of the kind of high-fashion
boutiques found on Madison Avenue, expressive of the middle-class makeup of
the suburbs.
Atlas called the center, which was projected to have more than 50 stores
when completed, “the world’s largest suburban shopping center,” a moniker
much trumpeted in the press at the time. This somewhat dubious, oft-repeated
claim was based on the fact that, when completed, the buildings would be estimated to contain 1.25 million square feet of ﬂoor space, even though many
other shopping centers had been laid out with far larger acreage. The opening day was a triumph, attended by an estimated 15,000 people, and described,
rather quaintly, as having all the showmanship of a state fair.62
The afternoon of the opening was rainy and seemed to foretell the future
of the enclosed shopping mall as James D. Hopkins, the County Executive of
Westchester, called the center “a great enterprise, with a clicking of cash registers
that will warm hearts even if weather doesn’t.”63 The stores, which stayed open
until 9:00 p.m., saw a crescendo of trafﬁc around 7:30 that led to parking problems. The stores provided all sorts of free gifts for the new customers, including
“roses, carnations, new pennies, yardsticks, pencils, and fountain pens.”64
Many entertainers turned out for the day, including Martha Raye, Jackie Cooper, Morey Amsterdam, and Carl Reiner. The most bizarre event was an attempt
to give the center some context in the history of retail consumption by linking it
to the trading post traditions of Native Americans. The supposed Indian Trading
Post Rock next to the center’s ﬂagpole was the focal point of this crude celebration. It was also apparently an afterthought, as the rock was not included in
the center’s original design. Seven Algonquin Indians participated in the trading
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[top] 50,000 people attend the inauguration of the Cross County Center (1954).
[bottom, left] Princess Bluebird says “Everything your heart desires is at the World’s Largest

Shopping Center” (1954).
[bottom, right] The dedication ceremony of the Cross County Center; ofﬁcials gathered

around the “Trading Rock” (1954). Shown (left to right) are John Guelﬁ, general manager of
Gimbel’s Westchester; Kris Kristensen, Mayor of Yonkers; John Rasch, chairman of the board of
Wanamakers; Sol G. Atlas, builder of the center; and Austin Graves, president of Wanamakers.
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.

“theme” for the opening day, including “theme girl” Princess Bluebird, a twentytwo-year-old college student whose ancestors reportedly had held “trading sessions and other pow-wows” at the famed “Trading Rock,” although it is unlikely
those ancients could have conceived of consumption on such a grand scale.65
Public bids for construction on the controversial Central Park Avenue segment of the New York–Buffalo Thruway were sought the day before the ofﬁcial
opening of the center, since ease of trafﬁc access was a priority. The estimate for
redeveloping the 2.94-mile section of Central Park Avenue near the shopping
center was nearly $18 million,“making it one of the most costly roads on a mileage basis in history,” and the bulk of the expense lay in the additional miles of
access and service roads (including those leading to the center site).66
It’s a Hit!
Pessimists who predicted that the Cross County Center in Westchester would be
a “ﬁrecracker that would never explode” were quickly proved wrong.67 Before
either Wanamakers or Gimbel’s had opened, the center was mobbed, and the
main worry quickly became that business was so good there was not enough
available parking for all shoppers, who were already wasting valuable minutes of
shopping time cruising for spaces. The idea that a sale might be lost because a
customer couldn’t park “plagued the retailers,” and the head of the Cross County Merchants Association said that the center immediately began operating at a
volume not expected to build up for at least three years.68
Despite the crowding in the parking lots, complicated by the road construction on the New York State Thruway, bus service was sporadic at best and quickly
became the subject of numerous complaints.69 The issue of public transportation
to the site, or the lack thereof, was ongoing, implying the economic (and racial)
favoritism shown to middle-class shoppers afﬂuent enough to own a car: those
with their own transportation were regularly traveling from Manhattan and
the Bronx, Mount Vernon, Tuckahoe, Scarsdale, and as far away as Connecticut.
Recognizing the importance of automobile trafﬁc, Atlas announced that upon
completion of the thruway, two gas stations would become part of the center.
Merchants were dazzled that Cross County quickly became a regular habit, with
the average shopper dropping in twice a week, and many coming daily.70
Exactly one year after opening, the center celebrated its anniversary with the
opening of John Wanamaker Westchester, the largest of the company’s branch
operations. Four months later, in August 1955, Gimbel’s Westchester, the chain’s
ﬁrst suburban store in the New York area, opened at Cross County with 124
different departments. This represented the completion of the building program
and made the center the ﬁrst in the area with two major department stores.71
The store represented the next step in the Gimbel’s chain’s national suburban
expansion, and by 1955 it had more than 1 million square feet of suburban store
space built or under construction.72
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Shopping Center as Community Center
The Cross County Center also was positioned to become central as a natural
focal point of holidays, celebrations, and more mundane community activities.
In keeping with the shopping center’s absorption of civic identity, Wanamakers
created a special “Westchester Room,” which was set aside for the use of local
civic groups and clubs.73 Gimbel’s Westchester featured a 250-seat auditorium
that was made available to community organizations for their activities.74 These
attractive new spaces, provided free of charge, were designed to draw people
into the center at all hours of the day, and contributed to the siphoning off of
civic-oriented activities that might have previously occurred in the downtown
Yonkers district.
The special events at the Cross County Center were weighted toward cars (a
natural ﬁt, given the huge parking lot) and included an automobile show, a foreign sportscar show, and an exhibition of 125 American and foreign cars. Other
events in the ﬁrst year were an international cooking forum, a Boy Scout jamboree, a European trade and travel show featuring 19 nations, an art show, fashion
shows, and, in the ultimate commingling of (a Christian) God and commerce,
Easter sunrise religious services. At Christmas, the center featured a 37-foot
Santa Claus of plaster, brick, and steel. An Irish exhibition was presented on St.
Patrick’s Day, featuring, among other items, hundreds of bags of shamrocks.75
The creation of shopping centers and malls symbolized the feminization of
major public spaces in the suburbs. Press coverage of the opening of the Cross
County Center stressed the way the mall was designed to appeal to the suburban
housewife, although the entire family would be expected to use it (particularly
in the weekend and evening hours). It was predicted that “housewives’ attitude
toward it [the Cross County Center] may set a long-term pattern for regional
shopping centers, in contrast to traditional urban store areas and the isolated
suburban shop.”76 Gimbel’s offered needlepoint and sewing classes, clinics in
slipcover and drapery making, and gardening classes, all free of charge and all intended to bring in female shoppers.77 Shopping centers located the more “feminine” world of retail shopping away from the ﬁnancial and business districts in
many downtowns, where men in white-collar jobs formerly could be expected
to mix with female shoppers going downtown to make their purchases.
Editorials stressed the sex stereotyping of the consumer. “Living away from
the big city is no longer a handicap for the shopper. Chances are that Mrs.
Suburbia can hop into the family car and ﬁll her shopping needs more quickly
and more comfortably than can her city cousin.”78 Women were encouraged
to leave small children at an onsite playground or in the care of staff nurses, so
that the mothers’ progress through the center would not be impeded.79 Colors
used in the stores favored soft pastel tones, and Gimbel’s Westchester was decorated in a profusion of sixty “garden colors,” designed to appeal to the feminine
senses.80
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[left] Glamour in Westchester: Oppenheim Collins

opens at the Cross County Center, catering to women
and children (1954).
[right] Catering to family consumers: a young

customer is ﬁtted for a jacket on the opening day of
the Cross County Center (1954).
Courtesy of the Yonkers Historical Society.

“The bogey-man”: The Economic Downside for Yonkers
and Getty Square
The opening of the Cross County Center in 1954–55 coincided with a number of major changes in the city of Yonkers, all cause for concern. Among them
were the closing of the Alexander Smith carpet works, a 90-year-old business;
the threatened closure of the Otis Elevator Plant; the start of construction on
the New York State Thruway, which cut across the city and disrupted neighborhoods; and the threatened suspension of state aid to the school system because
of gross staff and building inadequacies.81
The mall was anticipated as a major tax boon for Yonkers. It was estimated
that the beneﬁt would be approximately $300,000 a year, which seemed like a
great deal of “additional” income for the city.82 In fact, the tax income generated
by Cross County was hardly compensation for the declining value of the downtown Yonkers Getty Square retailing district. Getty Square grew rapidly in the
mid-nineteenth century, as the development of the railroads spurred the growth
of Yonkers. By 1867, with its growing selection of merchandise, it was the pride
of the town. The local paper, highlighting more than 30 stores in Getty Square
that were advertisers, boasted that “Yonkers is no small place, and that whatever
you wish for Christmas and New Years, can be obtained.”83 The selection was
wide: tailored clothing, jewelry, books, saddle and harness equipment, banking,
nursery plants, tobacco, bonnets, hardware, stoves and appliances, dry goods of
all kinds, children’s clothes, silver, photographs, meat and poultry, canned goods,
sewing machines, furniture, and fresh vegetables were all available for purchase
on or just off Getty Square.84
In the years before World War II, Getty Square was still a vibrant place. Not
dependent on automobiles, the area was still served by a clanging trolley from
Warburton Avenue, Palisade Avenue, Elm Street, and South Broadway, bringing
customers downtown to the shops. Despite the noise and clatter, patrons recalled
the “benign symmetry” of the tracks and the “frenetic” but lively pace at such
places as Woolworth’s and W. T. Grant, and they noted that Fanny Farmer, the
very ﬁrst company to open at Cross County Center, had “the neatest store in
the village.”85
While the Cross County Center represented just a part of the broader challenge to the retail supremacy of Manhattan, within Westchester itself the mall
represented a more immediate and direct threat to the downtown Yonkers shopping district. Many of the growing and heated contemporary debates surrounding aggressive expansion by “big-box” stores (particularly Wal-Mart) can be
heard in softer echoes in the accounts of the initial planning for the center. By
the early 1950s, there was a dawning awareness of its potential economic damage
to downtown shopping districts, though not the later understanding of the longterm consequences and severity of the problem. Underlying concerns came to
the surface at a Yonkers Rotary Club meeting held in spring 1953.
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North Broadway, Downtown Yonkers, 1906, postcard. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of the Estate of H. Armour Smith, 61.13.188.

C.Van Ness Wood, now one of the renting agents for Cross County, had been
dispatched to reassure concerned Yonkers Rotarians about the positive impact
of the giant mall.86 He asserted, “We expect 50 per cent of our business to come
from New York City. Much of the business will come from Mount Vernon and
White Plains.”87 The chairman of the club’s domestic affairs committee inquired
if some owners were correct in considering the proposed Wanamakers department store an ominous development for Getty Square and in regarding Mr.
Wood as something of a “bogey-man,” but “I see no reason for that,” said Mr.
Wood. “The only thing that can happen to the Square would be the result of
what merchants and property owners might fail to do.”88 However, in an interview a year later, after the center had already opened for business, developer Sol
G. Atlas, contemplating his annual gross revenue of $80 million, sounded a very
different note. “We’re going to take away business from all of the surrounding
area,” he stated ﬂatly, and, of course, “those retail areas in the near vicinity would
be the most affected.”89 Atlas said that his new shopping center “was a healthy
baby, whose life expectancy lengthens each day,” but it was now “other people,
who seem to be doing the crying.”90
Within 6 months of the opening of the Cross County Center, it was drawing a full 40 percent of its business from Yonkers, with only 21 percent coming
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Getty Square showing trolleys and early automobiles (c. 1910). (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Postcard Collection, INV. 9669.

from the remainder of Westchester.91 One study commissioned by the Cross
County Center during the holiday shopping season of 1955 determined that
“only” 18 percent of its business was being drawn from customers who would
have formerly patronized downtown Yonkers.92 While the report presented this
as relatively good news for Getty Square, it still showed nearly $14 million worth
of purchases drained out of downtown Yonkers, a huge ﬁgure when calculating
the proﬁt margin for smaller, independently owned businesses. It also dwarfed
the estimated $300,000 in new tax revenue Cross County was anticipated to
generate in comparison to the public investment needed to try to maintain
Getty Square as a viable retail alternative.
The implications for Getty Square were obvious. Speaking of the Westchester towns feeling the impact of Cross County, T. Dart Ellsworth, director
of research at New York University, suggested hopefully that community stores
were an integral part of their town and commanded loyalty when customers were the neighbors of merchants.93 As the subsequent half-century battle
between downtowns and large-scale shopping centers has made clear, rarely
has consumer loyalty been enough to tip the economic scales against greater
variety of merchandise, convenience, and lower prices. The dawning realization
that the Cross County Center was “in” but not necessarily “of ” Yonkers, and

317 Market in the Meadows

that the county had seemingly favored its interests in the matter of the developing roadways, is suggested by a pointed remark made at the opening: Mayor
Kristen Kristensen, in proclaiming Cross County Center Day, said “the new
mart should by rights have been called the Yonkers Shopping Center.”94 The
fact that Cross County was geared toward consumers looking for moderately
priced merchandise, as opposed to that in the more elite stores in such areas as
White Plains (which also experienced large losses), meant that the center was
competing directly with the population that would have otherwise been drawn
to Getty Square.
The consensus coming out of the 1953 Rotary meeting with Wood was that
the number one issue for the continued economic health of Getty Square was
the development of more and convenient parking. Interestingly, Wood speciﬁed that he did “not approve of small off street parking lots,” adding that “‘front
parking’ in front of business developments is best.”95 This was hardly practical
in developed urban areas, but it hearkens back exactly to the lasting concept of
the mall set in the middle of a sea of concrete. It also perfectly describes Getty
Square’s new competition: John Wanamaker Westchester (as the new mall store
was ofﬁcially known) had a 3-level design and 67,000 square feet per ﬂoor, with
contours on the site making all the ﬂoors accessible to parking sections all around
the store.96 For convenience, Getty Square couldn’t hope to compete. Gordon
Dakins, executive vice president and treasurer of the National Retail Dry Goods
Association, said, “Modern branch stores which cater to the customer parking
space, convenience to other retail outlets, and general ease in making purchases
have real advantages over downtown stores.”97
Getty Square could not ﬁght the organized investment of large-scale retail
capital. Despite Westchester County’s support for the new shopping center, evident in such agreements as the land swap deal to expand the parking lot, Wood
made clear that those looking for government support to ensure a prospering
urban core should keep looking. One businessman noted that “Getty Square is
better today that it was 50 years ago,” and that the city “should work with the
merchant,” to which Mr. Wood remarked, despite the major governmental consideration shown the Cross County Center in such matters as the re-routing of
the Cross-County Parkway, “You can’t expect government to do everything for
private enterprise!”98
Sol Atlas disagreed. Having triumphed over Getty Square in the Yonkers retail market, the developer conceded that it was, in fact, possible for too many
shopping centers to be built in one area, and he believed that it was the duty of
municipalities to take action to prevent such development.99 It is interesting to
contemplate what would have been the result for downtown Yonkers if the city
had “taken action” to prevent the Cross County Center and directed investment
toward refurbishing existing businesses downtown and developing parking garages, although this would have required contravening almost every urban trend
in the nation.
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W. T. Grant Co. and W. Woolworth Co. at Palisade and Locust Hill looking into Getty Square,
showing available public transportation (1959).
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of the Yonkers Camera Shop, 71.56.32.

In 1955, the city did spend nearly $1 million sprucing up the old business
district and adding a few new parking spaces, but there was growing uncertainty
about its future. At ﬁrst, “the clutter of cars seemed to be a token of rushing business, rather than a symptom of narrow streets and lack of parking facilities that
might, in time, choke Getty Square.”100 Indeed, parking downtown was almost
hopeless. In 1955 there were more than 5,100 available parking spaces at Cross
County Center, which had been deemed inadequate for demand, and another
1,000 spaces were being constructed. By contrast, the Getty Square parking area
had space for a mere 352 cars, with the recently enlarged Larkin Plaza holding a
paltry additional 179 vehicles.101
After Cross County was open and draining off business from Getty Square,
the Westchester County Department of Planning belatedly conducted a study
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Downtown Yonkers, showing discount stores (1959).
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of the Yonkers Camera Shop, 71.56.2.

acknowledging the “strong threat to the central city’s downtown shopping area,”
but by then the damage had been done.102 In the years following the opening
of the Cross County Center, Getty Square faced a rising tide of minorities and
lower-income people, and the encroachment of large-scale public housing developments meant that downtown Yonkers could not control its environment in
the same systematic fashion as could the new shopping center.
This was a pattern seen throughout the nation: the genuine public space of
downtown Yonkers had rough edges, and, as contested spaces across the country
showed time and time again, middle-class shoppers preferred to have such rough
edges downtown softened into the controlled private-public space of the mall
setting. This strong preference was actually symptomatic of the broader preference for a more “controlled” life in the suburbs, surrounded by the perceived
safety of seemingly like-minded suburbanites, over the textured, but ultimately
more chaotic life in the city. The new suburban shopping centers provided centralized control in the developer who leased and administered the property and
ensured a uniform environment and measure of care, essentially taking on many
of the functions of government.
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In the ﬁnal analysis, the sheer bulk of the land size of Manhattan, and the
fact that so many of its residents remained carless and without easy access to the
suburban shopping centers, allowed New York City’s downtown to hold the line
against the surrounding centers more successfully than many other urban areas in
the nation. As the acknowledged capital of the nation’s booming fashion industry
(which was increasingly competing against the dominance of European capitals
in the postwar years), Manhattan managed to maintain an aura of glamour that
the suburbs could not quite match. The most expensive larger stores with the
highest level of prestige, such as Bergdorf Goodman (which failed by being too
“upscale” when it opened in White Plains), and the many elite clothing boutiques
that lined Madison Avenue had a cachet unequaled by shopping in the suburbs.
However, the fate of Yonkers’s Getty Square, like that of many other smaller
downtown retail districts, was linked to economic decline. It is clear that, at the
time, the full negative impact of suburban shopping centers on downtowns was
misunderstood. The Times predicted, “Not the least of the beneﬁciaries will be
Yonkers, largest community in Westchester. Hard pressed for funds to meet rising municipal costs, the city will receive at least $300,000 a year in real estate
taxes from the new Center. In return, the city will have to provide no additional
school facilities and little in the way of new ﬁre protection, and the Center will
have its own trafﬁc system and protective employees.”103
This projection demonstrates the Cross County Center’s detachment from
the Yonkers community and the increasing privatization of previously public
space and traditional municipal responsibilities. In fact, the growing urban problems that would be seen in older cities across the nation had been building for
more than a decade, and the decline of the downtown retail district was only
one symptom. In the words of one observer, “Suddenly, this small, excellently
ordered world began to come apart. Not gradually. But with the suddenness of a
long delayed, tightly contained explosion.Yonkers shuddered.”104
Conclusion
In a larger sense, the instant success of the Cross County Center and others like
it reﬂects the seemingly unquenchable desire for consumer goods that marked
the suburban nuclear family in postwar America. Judging by the more than
40,000 shopping centers and malls in the United States today, that desire has
remained consistent throughout the past half century. The delights and novelties
of a myriad of stores organized into a single complex, easily accessible by car,
set a pattern of retail experience for Westchester County, the region, and the
entire United States. “Traditional” shopping centers such as the Cross County
Center have come under increasing economic pressure from newer “big-box”
chain stores such as Wal-Mart and Target.These actually combine the concept of
a traditional, freestanding department store as a single entity with the variety of
selection in a shopping center, and reproduce it on an elephantine scale in a no-
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frills environment that emphasizes competitive pricing over customer service.
Like the Cross County Center, these stores represent changes on the American
retail landscape. Echoing the sentiments of Sol G. Atlas, the developers of today’s
vast shopping complexes tell municipalities that they are “proud to help the
community and contribute to a better way of life.”105 “Better” remains a highly
subjective term.
There is much to recommend the contemporary suburban shopping mall: it
is usually clean, safe, inviting, and full of sensory delights. Its appeal is undeniable,
and in many ways it is “better” than the downtown left behind. Often, the shopping mall is America’s new downtown. But, as Kenneth T. Jackson has noted, an
essential difference between a traditional downtown and a mall “downtown”
is that a traditional downtown is open to everyone, even society’s “undesirable” elements like the poor, the rude, the loud, the insane, or the homeless.106
Like Yonkers, it has texture; it contains human and architectural elements of
the unexpected and the uncontrolled that, in large measure, the middle class
has renounced in favor of security, comfort, and greater consumer choice. The
shopping mall does represent a democratic place, in that any consumer with the
desire and the money may be instantly gratiﬁed. But it also represents a form of
edited, controlled, and car-dependent democracy, where urban issues, for better
or for worse, have been left behind.
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9.

Dreams Delivered
Following Diversity’s Path in Westchester

Lisa Keller

It is just another winding road in Westchester County: twisting turns under a
canopy of green, swaths of woods interrupted by houses set far apart. Unless you
lived on the road, there would be little reason to be there, as it is no shortcut
through trafﬁc-congested streets. It would be easy to drive through, marvel at
the megamansions that have recently sprouted along this route, and not notice
one particular wooded area.
If you look closely there, you can see a modest wooden sign with painted
letters, set back in a corner of this forested patch on Buckout Road. The sign
gives little evidence of the drama contained within.This is the Stoney Hill Cemetery, 6 acres in Harrison that served as the burial ground for one of the oldest
free African American communities in the United States. Overgrown and unattended for many decades, the dense forest obscures the content of the site: more
than 200 graves dating from the early nineteenth century, mostly those of local
families but also members of the colored regiments of the Civil War.
The Stoney Hill Cemetery is testimony to a vibrant and extensive African American community that ﬂourished in Westchester County for centuries.
Among residents and in its written histories, it has rarely been acknowledged
and only recently rediscovered. It is one of the threads of diversity woven into
the county’s historical tapestry, and it is emblematic of the rich legacies of the
many racial, ethnic, and religious groups that settled in Westchester during the
past 300 years. These histories are like the hidden patch of woods, forgotten and
neglected even though passed by a thousand times. One just needs to stop and
look to see the obvious.
Westchester County is one of America’s wealthiest counties, ranking third in
per capita income in 2000.1 It has long been identiﬁed as an afﬂuent and elite
New York suburb, important for its early development, its transportation links,
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Stoney Hill. The road to Stoney Hill Cemetery in Harrison, a 6-acre burial ground for free
African Americans in Westchester. (See color plate.)
Photo by John Smock.

its residence planning, and its extensive green spaces. Dutch settlers exploited
its fertile land and extensive water routes to New York in the mid-seventeenth
century, and were joined by English aristocrats who were granted large holdings
in the western part of the county. In the eastern section, English settlers bought
land, established prosperous farms, and aided the Revolution as yeoman farmers
with vested interests in the new republic.
That is the foundation upon which the concept of the white suburbs was
built. It is true that white Anglo-Saxon Protestants were ﬁrmly rooted in the
county from the seventeenth century onward. But as historian Kenneth T. Jackson says, given the idealized characteristics of suburbs, it is easy to forget that
“There was diversity behind the posh Main Line stereotype.”2 The myth of the
white suburb is shattered by the reality of its real, diverse population; and diversity meant anyone who did not have the standard English ancestry. Westchester
became home, very early in its history, to a myriad of immigrants who built its
infrastructure, contributed to its thriving commerce, and sought permanent residence in its fresh air and beautiful hills. They represented then, as they still do, a
wide variety of economic backgrounds, from the very poorest to the wealthiest.
Many found refuge from persecution, ranging from the early Huguenots of the
seventeenth century to the political refugees from Central America today. And
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Two of the few remaining grave markers in the Stoney Hill Cemetery. (See color plates.)
Photos by John Smock.

those white English settlers of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries owe
their success to the hundreds of slaves who worked the county’s soil, helping to
make it the breadbasket of the American Revolution.
Three centuries later, in 2000, more than a third of the county’s 923,459 residents were nonwhite: 15.6 percent were Hispanic, 14.2 percent African American, and 4.5 percent Asian; 22.2 percent were foreign-born. Thirty years before,
12 percent had been nonwhite.3 This increase occurred despite soaring real estate prices and a signiﬁcant lack of affordable housing. The trend echoes that of
a century ago, when the county was a magnet for the diverse groups of that era.
Then, the inﬂux of Irish, Italian, Polish, Jewish, Slavic, Hungarian, Slovenian, and
Greek immigrants, to name a few, helped Westchester’s foreign-born population
soar to 25 percent, making it the fourth largest in New York State in 1900 after
New York, Kings, and Erie counties.4
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Slaves were the backbone of the labor force at Philipsburg Manor, one of the largest farms in
prerevolutionary Westchester.
Photo by John Smock.

As migration to the suburbs boomed in the nineteenth century, paralleling
the inﬂux of immigrants into America, the county’s general population tripled
between 1850 and 1900, making it the ﬁfth largest county in the state. Railroad suburbs—those connected to the establishment of commuter rail lines
from major cities—had exploded in Westchester after 1865, long before other
development elsewhere in the nation, and historians credit the county as the
ﬁrst large suburban area in the nation. Some of the new suburbs catered to the
upper-middle class, with a raft of village incorporations in the last quarter of
the nineteenth century creating communities that could establish zoning and
development patterns to exclude the poor. But the county as a whole became
a magnet for working-class job seekers, as its growing manufacturing and construction sectors attracted immigrants in particular, and some communities catered to the workers.
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Westchester’s well-linked railroads were constructed with new Irish immigrant labor in the 1830s and 1840s, for example. The Harlem line extended to
White Plains in 1844, the Hudson to Peekskill in 1849, and the New Haven
to Connecticut in 1849. In addition, several short-line railroads were created at
the end of the nineteenth century and the beginning of the twentieth. Railroad
workers settled in nearby towns, such as New Rochelle, Peekskill, White Plains,
Mount Vernon, and Ossining, which were also thriving commercial centers.
Massive transportation infrastructure projects, including interurban lines, street
trolleys, and, in the twentieth-century, highway construction, provided an almost
nonstop supply of work for the second and third generations of immigrants.
Irish workers also formed the core of the labor force for the construction of
the Croton Dam from 1837 to 1842. When New York demanded more clean
water and new dam and aquaduct projects took off at the end of the nineteenth
century, companies turned to stonemasons from southern Italy, often commandeered as they got off the boat. From the mid-1880s until the second decade of
the twentieth century, these skilled and unskilled laborers also worked on a second Croton Dam, a new Croton Aqueduct, the Kensico Reservoir, the Titicus
Reservoir and Dam, and the Amawalk Reservoir. They settled in nearby towns
and villages such as Valhalla, Hawthorne, Elmsford, Croton, and Buchanan, forming churches and benevolent associations that cemented their communities.
Ethnic and racial diversity soared in the second half of the nineteenth century as Westchester shifted from farming to manufacturing, which created thousands of jobs for the new immigrants. The county was transformed into a major
manufacturing and commercial center, producing everything from cars to carpets, pianos to minerals, hats to bottle caps, wicker to chemicals, buttons to
heavy machinery, elevators to greenhouses, iron foundries, marble quarries, and
brickyards. By 1880 there were more than 500 manufacturing establishments.
The manufacturing and mining sectors were heavily staffed with the new foreign workers, both male and female, who settled in the towns, cities, and villages
where there were jobs: Yonkers, Ossining, Port Chester, White Plains, Peekskill,
Greenburgh, Tarrytown, and New Rochelle.
By the end of the century the county’s growing network of benevolent and
fraternal organizations reﬂected its ethnic, religious, and racial diversity. The
names are a catalogue of the American dream: the Little Russians Citizens Social
Club of Yonkers, the Roccaseccani Benevolent Association of Mount Vernon,
the Hebrew Free Burial Society of Yonkers, St. Joseph’s Lithuanian Society of
Port Chester, the Hastings First Hungarian Society, the West New Rochelle
Freundschafts Bund, Ancient Order of Hibernians Patriotic Benevolent Society,
Caledonian Club of Yonkers, the Dorcas Society of Peekskill, Russian Greek
Catholic St. Michael’s Society, the Yonkers Free Circulating Library for SelfSupporting Women, the New Rochelle United Colored Democracy, the Colored Chauffeurs Association of New Rochelle, and the Young Men’s Colored
Social Club of Mount Vernon.5
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Croton Reservoir workers. The construction of the Croton Reservoir system, which supplied water
for New York City and Westchester, drew large numbers of European immigrants to Westchester
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
Collection of the Croton-on-Hudson Historical Society.

[opposite, top] C. Graham, Alexander E. Smith & Sons Carpet Company, 1903, chromolithograph by

the American Lithographic Co., NY, 33 x 47 inches. The company was in 1903 one of Westchester’s
biggest employers, attracting a diverse workforce that settled in Yonkers. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Carrie Russbach, 55.44.

[opposite, bottom] Alexander Smith carpet mill employees, including inventor Halcyon Skinner

(lower right), c. 1880s. The Alexander E. Smith & Sons Carpet Company in Yonkers drew many
from the new immigrant labor force that moved to Westchester because of its ﬂourishing
manufacturing sector.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum.

Quaker meeting house. Quakers were one of the many religious minorities who found a haven
from religious persecution in Westchester.
Photo by John Smock.

Diversity in Westchester extended to a broad spectrum of the marginalized,
including those persecuted because of their religion. The outspoken renegade
Anne Hutchinson, who deﬁed the Puritan patriarchy in the Massachusetts Bay
Colony, ﬂed to Rhode Island and then Westchester, where she died at the hands
of Indians angry at the encroachment on their land. Quakers had ﬂocked to the
county from the seventeenth century on, settling in Harrison, Scarsdale, and
Chappaqua. Their tolerance of women preaching made them strong advocates
in the women’s suffrage movement of the nineteenth century, and their loathing
of slavery made them a bulwark on the abolition front. They are said to have
been essential in running the county’s active Underground Railroad.6
Farming and fur trading had attracted a small but signiﬁcant Jewish population
as early as the seventeenth century.Their numbers took off at the end of the nineteenth century as Jews became prominent in the burgeoning retail and wholesale
sectors as well as the professional sector. Major synagogues were established at this
time in the dense southern county communities of Yonkers, Mount Vernon, New
Rochelle, and Port Chester, and in the river towns of Peekskill and Ossining;
smaller groups settled in White Plains, Tarrytown, Irvington, and Mount Kisco.7
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Temple Israel of New Rochelle, the county’s largest Reform Jewish congregation, opened its ﬁrst
permanent building on Bank Street in New Rochelle in 1909, a year after its founding.
Collection of Temple Israel of New Rochelle.

The establishment of cemeteries and large-scale social and welfare organizations, such as the Hawthorne School, the Pleasantville Cottage School, and the
B’nai Brith Home for the Aged and Inﬁrm, were evidence of the permanence
of Jewish settlements despite lurking anti-Semitism. A few communities, such as
Bronxville and Scarsdale, made it clear that Jews were not welcome there; real
estate brokers created de facto discrimination, which slowly evaporated during the course of the twentieth century. Economic integration did not always
preclude social segregation, though. Well-off Jews, locked out of membership in
mainstream sport and recreational organizations despite economic qualiﬁcation,
formed their own organizations in the early twentieth century, including four
of the most famous golf/country clubs of Westchester—The Century, Quaker
Ridge, Sunningdale, and Metropolis.8 And poor Jews created their own “clubs”
upcounty, with the establishment of leftist summer colonies in places such as
Mohegan Lake and Katonah in the 1920s and 1930s.
The enduring stereotype of Westchester as an afﬂuent white suburb is shattered by the reality of its racial history. The Stoney Hill Cemetery came into
existence because of the sizeable African American population that took up residence in the county. In the mid-seventeenth century, African Americans, mostly
slaves brought in to work the manors, accounted for about 13 percent of the
population.9 By the mid-eighteenth century, local schools were among the ﬁrst
in New York State to enroll African Americans. On the eve of the American
Revolution they accounted for about 15 percent of the population, and African
American troops participated in various aspects of the war.
By 1779,Westchester Quakers had manumitted their slaves and were responsible for the establishment of the county’s ﬁrst signiﬁcant free black community,
Stoney Hill in Harrison, which became known as “The Hills.”10 All that physically remains of this vibrant community, which lasted until the 1930s, is that sixacre cemetery in Harrison, the site of the original Mount Hope A.M.E. Zion
Baptist Church, known at the time as the Asbury Colored People’s Church.11
Purdy’s General Store stood nearby; today, remnants of the stone walls that
formed the foundation of the church and a school are still visible. Other African
American communities were established in Bedford, New Rochelle, Ossining,
Rye, and Yonkers, many of which were said to house stations on the Underground Railroad.
In the ﬁrst half of the twentieth century, Westchester ranked third in New
York State in its African American population. While the county’s overall African American presence ran between 2 and 7 percent between 1790 and 1960, it
was unevenly distributed, with central Westchester communities reaching about
15 percent. In 2000, the African American population once again neared its
pre–Revolutionary War era rate, surpassing 14 percent.12
In 1918, Madame C. J. Walker, who made millions in the hair care business,
broke barriers by moving into her new mansion in Irvington,Villa Lewaro. But
as with the Jews, money did not always insulate against prejudice. Most African
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Lee Funeral Home under construction, White Plains, 1948. In the early twentieth century, African
American businesses such as Lee, founded 1915, served the well-established community.
Photo courtesy Lee’s Funeral Home, LLC.

In attendance at a ceremony to mark the laying of the cornerstone at the Lee Funeral Home on
195 Brookﬁeld Street were (left to right) William H. Johnson, representative of the black order
of the Freemasons; White Plains Mayor Silas Clarke; Dr. Errold Collymor, White Plains’s ﬁrst
black dentist; Reverend Haywood Morris, ﬁrst pastor of Calvary Baptist Church on Brookﬁeld;
unidentiﬁed woman from the Order of the Eastern Star; unidentiﬁed woman from the Order of
the Eastern Star; Louis Fair, NY State Grand Master of the Prince Hall Lodge; Reverend Louis H.
Hughes, Union Baptist Church in Greenburgh.
Photo courtesy Lee’s Funeral Home, LLC.

Americans in the county lived in segregated patterns typical of minority housing across the nation. Yet many residents were ﬁne-tuned to diversity even at
this point. In 1923, prominent Westchester resident Abby Aldrich Rockefeller
wrote her sons (including Nelson, who became Governor of New York), warning them of the dangers of prejudice: “Out of my experience and observation
has grown the earnest conviction that one of the greatest causes of evil in the
world is race hatred or race prejudice. . . . The two people or races who suffer
most from this treatment are the Jews and the Negroes. . . .What I hope you boys
will do is what I try humbly to do myself, that is never to say or do anything that
would wound the feeling or self-respect of any human being.”13
New Rochelle had one of the earliest integrated neighborhoods in the county, Glen Wood Lake, a middle-class enclave in the prosperous Sound City. Former U.S. Poet Laureate Billy Collins remembers hanging out in the 1950s with
black caddies at the Bradhurst Bar in White Plains, where they would “drink
Red Cap Ale and listen to jukebox jazz.”14 In Mount Vernon, as whites moved
out of the Vernon Heights neighborhood, middle-class and professional African
Americans moved in during the 1950s and 1960s; residents included the Delany
sisters, actors Sidney Poitier and Denzel Washington, activist Betty Shabazz, and
musicians W. C. Handy and Nina Simone. In 2000, the clustering of black communities in mostly southern and central Westchester continued, with 80 percent
of the county’s African American population living in 5 places: Mount Vernon,
Yonkers, New Rochelle, Greenburgh, and White Plains.
The racial landscape was not always peaceful. In 1949 well-known African
American lawyer, baritone, actor, and Communist Party member Paul Robeson
attempted to give a local public concert, which he had done for several years.
The “Peekskill incident,” as it became known, was unusual in that it crystallized
both antiblack and anti-Jewish fervor. The attempt to repress the concert, which
was attended by 15,000 people, resulted in a riot in which 100 people were hospitalized after 1,000 policemen and state troopers did little to prevent violence.
A decade later, the ripple effect of Brown v. Board of Education hit Westchester.
New Rochelle became the “Little Rock of the North” in the early 1960s when
the city integrated its school system and bused black students to the city’s predominantly white schools. Westchester was also the focus of one of the nation’s
most famous federal civil rights court cases. The Yonkers desegregation case set
a national precedent in the 1980s when a federal court ruled that the county’s
largest city had purposefully segregated its black population through a variety of
means. The city was forced to take corrective measures to remedy the situation,
which resulted in rezoning and construction of new housing.
A stark contrast to the long history of the African American community
in the county is that of the new Hispanic community, which has provided an
important dynamic in Westchester’s shifting landscape. The explosive growth of
this group—mid-decade estimates place it at close to 20 percent of the county’s
population—has produced profound changes.15 The geographical pattern of

339 Dreams Delivered

Port Chester. Port Chester’s downtown is ﬁlled with Hispanic-owned businesses that cater to the
town’s diverse population. (See color plate.)
Photo by John Smock.

settlement is similar to that of African Americans, with Yonkers, Mount Vernon,
New Rochelle, Port Chester, Peekskill, and Ossining serving as major centers;
some of the most dramatic growth has been seen in less likely places, such as
Elmsford, Mamaroneck, Bedford, and Mount Kisco. Port Chester’s Main Street is
awash in ethnic restaurants and stores that reﬂect the majority status of Hispanics
in that village as well as the internal diversity of that community. Represented
in Westchester are natives of Mexico, Puerto Rico, South America (especially
Colombia, Ecuador, and Peru), Central America (especially Guatemala and El
Salvador), and the Dominican Republic. Members of small villages often follow
their countrymen to particular communities, setting up distinctive patterns of
settlement within towns, such as that of Mexicans in New Rochelle.
Like the emigrants of a century ago, Hispanics have integrated into the community while maintaining a distinctive proﬁle. Organizations to serve them have
proliferated. For example, El Centro Hispano in White Plains, which celebrated
its thirtieth anniversary in 2004, sponsors a Girl Scout troop along with English
classes, job assistance, and college scholarships; the Westchester Hispanic Coalition provides legal advice and job assistance. The Westchester County government responded to this new population by creating an Ofﬁce for Hispanic Affairs
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in 2001 to disseminate information about public services ranging from business
loans to health to housing needs. A bilingual newspaper, El Aguila Del Hudson
Valley, was started in 1997 and provides information to 30,000 readers biweekly.
Small businesses owned by Hispanics are among the fastest-growing in the
county and serve both the Hispanic and the non-Hispanic public. A survey commissioned by the Westchester Hispanic Chamber of Commerce in 2002 found
more than 500 businesses owned by Hispanics, half of which had been formed
in the preceding 5 years.16 Centered in Port Chester, Yonkers, New Rochelle,
Sleepy Hollow, White Plains, Ossining, and Peekskill, and growing dynamically—almost half indicated they will expand in the future—these enterprises get
two thirds of their business outside the Hispanic community. The majority are
retail and service businesses, a pattern established by immigrants to the county
a century ago.
Another group whose meteoric rise in numbers has changed the contemporary proﬁle in the county is Asians. A fraction of the population in 1970, they
now constitute almost 5 percent of Westchester residents; in the decade up to
2000, this population increased by 30 percent. Sushi restaurants and ethnic grocery stories dot Hartsdale and Scarsdale, where many of the county’s Japanese
live.The largest Asian subgroup, with a third of the current population, is Indian;
the next is Chinese with 18 percent, followed by Japanese (16 percent), Filipino
(11.7 percent), and Korean (10.7 percent).17
Stoney Hill Cemetery today exists in a no-man’s land that symbolizes the
contradictions of a metropolitan suburb, the presence of a diverse population,
and the impact of economic forces.The people who helped to create Westchester
County don’t necessarily own it. The town of Harrison has claimed legal ownership to the cemetery land, citing the fact that no deed can be found to verify
that the Quakers transferred it to the manumitted slaves. Harrison is 1.4 percent
African American, and has one of the highest concentrations of wealth in the
county. The Mount Hope A.M.E. Zion Baptist Church, descendant of the Asbury Colored People’s Church, is now located a hair’s breadth away in White
Plains, pushed out of Harrison due to soaring land values. Church members
have relatives buried in this cemetery, and they have been lobbying for almost a
decade to regain ownership, which they argue has been established by the historical record.They have vowed to keep ﬁghting for their dream deferred, echoing the passion of Langston Hughes: “We the people must redeem/our land, the
mines, the plants, the rivers.” Located in one of the poshest areas of Westchester,
Stoney Hill’s quiet woods are forever preserved and cannot be developed into
commercial property. The cemetery remains a sanctuary and a testament to the
lives of the many ethnic, racial, and religious groups who settled here. They embedded their hopes for the future in the lush landscape of a verdant county.
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10.

Domesticity
and Its Discontents

Priscilla Murolo

Visiting Westchester County in 1851, the poet Nathaniel Parker Willis thought
the countryside tediously bland: “Miles upon miles of unmitigated prosperity
weary the eye,” he wrote. “Westchester needs a dash of wretchedness to make
it quite the thing.” Had he looked a little harder, Willis would have found that
Westchester was more diverse than he had guessed. The farmers were not in
good straits; laborers and servants outnumbered the gentlefolk; about a ﬁfth of
the county’s residents were immigrants from Europe or Canada; and close to
4 percent were African Americans. Still, Westchester was wealthier and more
homogeneous than New York City, and many people were as pleased by those
qualities as Willis was disturbed.1
By 1900, Westchester’s population had more than tripled, despite New York
City’s annexation of the county’s southernmost sections, now known as the
Bronx. The twentieth century saw uninterrupted growth, with tremendous
spurts in the 1920s and 1950s. From about 60,000 in Nathaniel Parker Willis’s
time, the number of Westchester residents rose to more than 800,000 in 1960.
While many factors contributed to this pattern, one constant was the out-migration of New Yorkers hoping to escape the rough-and-tumble of urban life.2
From the mid-1800s onward, real estate developers marketed the suburbs as a
refuge from crime, vice, disease, pollution, crowding, dissent, diversity, and everything else the middle and upper classes might ﬁnd disturbing about city life.That
vision of suburban communities has pervaded American culture. Magazines and
moral tracts have counterposed images of “poverty, squalor, intemperance” in
city tenements and “pleasant, beautiful, happy homes” in the suburbs. Charities
and churches have regarded the presumably hygienic suburbs as the best site for
hospitals, orphanages, and old age homes for the urban poor. From comedies like
Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House (1946) to dramas like A Raisin in the Sun
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Aerial view of Chicken Island, c. 1890. Not everyone lived in domestic splendor.
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, Gift of Yonkers Camera Shop, 71.56.9.

(1959), novels, plays, ﬁlms, and television have portrayed suburban home ownership as the quintessence of the American dream—and, not incidentally, a respite
from urban nightmares.3
These contrasts drawn between city and suburb echo the nineteenth-century
doctrine of “separate spheres” that deﬁned politics and moneymaking as male
activities and held women responsible for safeguarding morality and minding
the home. Proponents of this doctrine deemed homemaking vital to the nation’s
well-being. As the Reverend William G. Eliot Jr. declared in his Lectures to Young
Women (1854), “The great current of society is created by [a] thousand little
streams, which are pure or impure according to the character of our homes. To
purify them, or to keep them pure, is chieﬂy woman’s work. . . . The cornerstone of our republic is the hearth-stone.” That message so resonated with the
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Home, Sweet Home, illustration in New Rochelle: Two Hundred and Fifty Years (New Rochelle
Chamber of Commerce/Robert Lucas Forbes, 1938). (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum.

reading public that Eliot’s book was in its eleventh edition by 1890. And if conscientious homemakers strengthened the republic, it was in the suburbs that they
could contribute most of all. In their best-selling domestic manual The American
Woman’s Home (1869), sisters Catharine Beecher and Harriet Beecher Stowe
counted commuter railroads a “special blessing” for allowing women to keep
house in the countryside while the menfolk made a living in town. By extending the distance between the workaday world and home life, suburbanization
rendered the latter all the more serene and safe from the corrupting inﬂuence of
politics and the market. That was the theory, anyway; realities were considerably
more complicated.4
While domestic life was supposed to be idyllic, homemaking in fact de-

347 Domesticity and Its Discontents

manded hard work. The Beecher sisters’ manual offered instructions for baking
bread, churning butter, propagating plants, preserving fruits and vegetables, making garments, tending the sick, maintaining privies, cleaning everything from
carpets to cast-iron stoves, and a great deal more. All of the requisite tools were
muscle-powered. Middle- and upper-class suburban homes featured gas lighting
and at least some indoor plumbing by the 1860s. By the turn of the century,
modern conveniences also included ﬂush toilets, electricity, canned foods, and
ready-made clothes. A vat attached to the kitchen stove remained the most common type of water heater, however, and electrical appliances did not proliferate
until the 1910s and ’20s.5
Housewives’ burdens were heaviest in poor families, whose tight budgets not
only slowed the acquisition of conveniences but also compelled many women to
incorporate money earning into domestic routines. In the mid-1800s, shoemaking was a common cottage industry in Westchester, and farmers’ wives played a
pivotal role in the business. As the century progressed, housewives from farms
to tenements did home sewing for the garment industry, and women across the
county took in boarders. Small towns such as Bedford and Somers were popular
destinations for summer boarders who wished to enjoy Lake Mahopac.Yonkers
housewives meanwhile provided bed, board, and laundry services to migrants
who came to earn a living in the city’s carpet mills, elevator works, and other
factories. By the mid-twentieth century, domestic manufacturing had virtually
disappeared from the county, but homemakers in need of income continued to
rent out rooms.6
Even for women with no boarders and a full complement of conveniences,
housework was quite time consuming, albeit less arduous than in the past. Along
with technological advances came higher standards of cleanliness and more elaborate prescriptions for the care and feeding of a family. Home economists, who
formed their ﬁrst national association in 1909, saw to it that housewives now
worried about microbes, vitamins, child psychology, and “scientiﬁc” efﬁciency,
but the old vision of housewives as moral puriﬁers did not disappear. High
school classes in home economics often resembled those in civics. As one educator explained in 1928, “Girls today misconceive the nature of housekeeping
if they think of it as chieﬂy consisting of physical labor like cooking, washing
dishes, sweeping, etc.The really signiﬁcant aspect of it, in a really civilized society,
is the cultural and spiritual side.” Against that backdrop, modern conveniences
did not signiﬁcantly reduce a housewife’s work, which averaged ﬁfty to sixty
hours a week from the 1910s into the 1960s.7
Westchester housewives, many of whom could afford to employ servants,
came in well under the average when a team of researchers from Columbia UniReuter-Stewart, frontspiece image in American Woman’s Home by Catherine E. Beecher and
Harriet Beecher Stowe (New York: J. B. Ford & Co., 1869).
Collection of Roger Panetta.
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[top] Notepaper with rental

rates for bungalow home
of Mrs. Nomads Lewis, 431
Hawthorne Avenue (detail).
Collection of The Hudson River
Museum, INV.8120.

[right] Agnes Helen Davis,

Mary H. Chittenden, and Nella B.
Whiton dressed in their special
uniforms for a postgraduate
course in household
management at the Masters
School, c. 1892.
Collection of the Masters School.

versity studied patterns of work and leisure across the county in 1932–33. This
survey, headed by sociologist George Lundberg, called on 2,460 Westchester
residents to keep diaries about how they spent their time. The housewives who
took part devoted an average of 4.2 hours a day to domestic chores and child
care and reported more leisure time (9.2 hours a day) than anyone except unemployed men. Such ﬁgures were deceptive, however, for Lundberg counted as
leisure several kinds of activity—hosting visitors, taking meals with the family,
volunteering in the community—that homemakers might experience as work.
It was a ﬁne line.8
The editor A. C. Spectorsky considered the nuances in The Exurbanites (1955),
a half tongue-in-cheek analysis of social mores in northern Westchester and other outlying suburbs whose men commuted to city jobs while the women stayed
home. With her husband working so far away, Spectorsky observed, an “exurban
wife early learns that she and she alone will cope with emergencies confronting
her, the house, the car, or the children.” In addition to the daily round of chores,
she might have to “get a plumber for the septic tank, butter up a man from the
bank who called about an overdrawn account, spend her weekly two hours at
the second hand clothing store run to raise money for the school, and stop a
ﬁght between her spaniel and the neighbor’s boxer.” Then, when her husband
got home, he expected to be indulged. She should “melt into something sweet
and compassionate,” hand him a cocktail, ask about his day, and serve up a snack
if dinner was not yet on the table.That, according to one woman, was the recipe
for “domestic bliss in Suburbia.”9
More often than not, though, a housewife’s children got more attention than
her spouse. According to The American Woman’s Home, every woman’s highest
obligation was to teach children “by motherly devotion” to follow Christian
precepts. She who had no biological progeny should “institute a family of her
own, receiving into its heavenly inﬂuences the orphan, the sick, the homeless, the sinful.” Along with these grand opportunities came great dangers. The
manual urged readers to “bear in mind that stupidity of intellect and irritability
of temper, as well as ill health, are often caused by the mismanagement of the
nursery.” Women’s magazines of the Victorian era bristled with such warnings.
An article in Demorest’s advised, for example, that “By constantly stimulating in
early life an unnatural appetite for condiments and dainties, the foundation of
intemperance is often laid. Seasoning, therefore, should never be excessive.”10
The twentieth century introduced updated versions of the same frame of
reference. Instead of spicy food, too little or too much maternal affection was
now thought to cause addictions, and child rearing manuals told mothers how to
guide their offspring toward earthly achievements more than heavenly rewards.
Children still came ﬁrst, however, and nowhere did homemakers feel this more
keenly than in the suburbs. It was not always a pleasant feeling. In 1928, the
home economist Christine Frederick grumbled in a magazine article about the
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Eastman Kodak Company, Let your Kodak Keep the Christmas Story, 1921. Photographing the
family—a new domestic chore. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, INV.0140.

Donaldson Brothers, Tarrant’s Seltzer Aperient, c. 1880–1890, trade card (closed and opened).
Advertisers pinched the maternal nerve. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum, purchase, 91.63.1.

“pathetic complaints of parents who long ago deliberately moved to the suburb
‘for the children’s sake, socially,’ and then ﬁnd that the young folk sneer at the
suburb’s social life and prefer the city.” Frederick’s piece drew a passionate “Defense of Suburbia” from homemaker Ethel Swift, who explained why she was
happy to have moved her family from New York to Westchester: “The children
range about the neighborhood unsupervised. In the city small children cannot
be permitted to go far from home alone, a state of affairs which hinders the
development of the spirit of independence, so essential to the complete development of the child.”11
Observers often remarked that Westchester communities seemed especially
child oriented. Comparing towns such as Mount Kisco and Chappaqua to their
counterparts in Connecticut, Long Island, and Bucks County, Pennsylvania, A.
C. Spectorsky found the former unmatched in their devotion to child rearing.
More than any other groups he studied, Westchesterites socialized at home, for
there were “many young children whose parents consider their upbringing and
welfare as of engrossing and paramount importance, rather than as just a duty
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that can be deputized to maids and baby-sitters.” Recalling Scarsdale in the midtwentieth century, the writer Diana Trilling described children as the catalysts
for community:“Where there are children, people become neighbors; they don’t
merely hold property adjacent to one another. Children at play in the suburban
outdoors cut paths from house to house, parents meet as parents.” Moreover,
urban transplants have generally chosen the suburbs as parents. In a novel about
Westchester life, Gish Jen, born and raised in Scarsdale, attributes its appeal in
the 1960s to a “golden student-teacher ratio.” There and in other afﬂuent towns
across the county, good schools remain the biggest drawing card.12
The pervasive focus on children has made a goodly portion of homemakers’ workload look like something else, even to homemakers themselves. Ethel
Swift’s descriptions of suburban leisure included the following, for example:
I rake the leaves myself from our seventy-ﬁve by one hundred and twenty-ﬁve foot
garden. . . . With the suburbs as a base, we have rediscovered the out-of-doors. We
have tramped the countryside for miles about. We have grilled steaks on wooded
hills. . . . We have known the delight of sleeping under blankets in the open air in
the shadow of the Hudson’s Palisades. . . .

Yard maintenance, family hikes, camping with young children—does none of
this count as work? Would it be unseemly for a homemaker to see it as such? Is
a labor of love real labor?13
Such questions have always swirled around homemaking in a cash economy.
In 1850, Harriet Beecher Stowe penned a letter enumerating her chores as a
housewife and mother of 7, the youngest just a few months old. In addition to
cooking, cleaning, and caring for the children, she was ﬁxing up her family’s new
home, for which she upholstered sofas, reﬁnished wooden furniture, stitched
bedspreads, and so on. “And yet,” she wrote to her sister-in-law, “I am constantly
pursued and haunted by the idea that I don’t do anything.” Her quandary spoke
to an enduring contradiction in domestic life. In 1960, when the magazine Redbook invited readers to submit essays on “Why Young Mothers Feel Trapped,” the
editors received 24,000 replies, including this from a mother of 3:
I wash the dishes, rush the older children off to school, dash out in the yard to
cultivate the chrysanthemums, run back in to make a phone call about a committee meeting, help the youngest child build a blockhouse, spend ﬁfteen minutes
skimming the newspapers so I can be well-informed, then scamper down to the
washing machines. . . . By noon I’m ready for a padded cell.Very little of what I’ve
done has been really necessary or important.

As Newsweek reported in 1960, “A young mother with a beautiful family, charm,
talent, and brains is apt to dismiss her role apologetically. ‘What do I do?’ you
hear her say. ‘Why nothing. I’m just a housewife.’”14
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Housework has been indisputably real work, however, for women doing it
in other people’s homes. From the colonial period into the early nineteenth
century, Westchester’s domestic servants were mostly slaves or indentured laborers. By the mid-1800s, New York State had eradicated slavery, and indenture was
exceedingly rare. Still, there were strict limitations on servants’ personal freedom.
All but a few lived with their employers, who expected them to be available every waking hour, except for Thursdays and Sundays after the midday meal. This
pattern persisted well into the twentieth century. As one former servant recalled
about a stint in New York City’s suburbs in the late 1910s: “I never got to my
room, which was in the garret and shared by the cook, before nine o’clock at
night. How I did work! I did everything from ﬁring the furnace to running ribbons in the underwear of the marriageable daughter.” Long hours, demeaning
duties, and poor living quarters were the heart of the “servant problem,” from
the servants’ point of view.15
For their employers the problem was that servants were not inﬁnitely malleable. They pressed for higher wages, shorter hours, and better quarters; they
did their best to set off bidding wars for their services; and, worst of all from the
employers’ standpoint, they abandoned domestic work for other jobs whenever
they had a choice. In the 1920s, some homemakers in Scarsdale tried to organize
a “Housekeepers’ Union” to standardize the terms of employment for domestics
and hold the line against their demands. One of the plan’s advocates opined in
the local newspaper that the servants might beat them to the punch. Scarsdale’s
servants, she said, “seem to be banded together and are apparently coached as to
what and what not to do. Sometimes I think they will form a union.”16
It would have been one of the most diverse labor organizations in U.S. history. A state census conducted in 1925 found that half of Scarsdale’s households
had live-in servants, who numbered 910 and made up close to a ﬁfth of the
town’s population. About two thirds of these workers were natives of foreign
countries, from Ireland, Germany, and Italy to Japan, the Philippines, and Caribbean nations. More than half of those born in the United States were African
Americans. Believing that the most tractable servants were those least familiar
with local customs, some of the town’s housewives sought out black women
newly arrived from the South. Recent immigrants from overseas were attractive
for the same reason. More than one homemaker lamented, however, that advice
from older hands soon spoiled the newcomers. Although Scarsdale’s servants did
not unionize, they did have a grapevine that helped to push the town’s domestic
wages well above the average in New York City.17
In addition to live-in servants, there were many women hired by the day to
do domestic work in Westchester towns. This was sometimes a sordid arrangement. During the Great Depression, black women desperate for jobs would line
up on 167th Street in the Morrisania section of the Bronx and wait for suburban
housewives to pick them up for a day’s work at pennies an hour. For the most
part, though, day work offered better labor conditions than live-in jobs, and it
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Domestic workers at the Bronx “slave market” wait for suburban housewives
to hire them for the day, 1939.
Courtesy of the Photographs and Prints Division, Schomburg Center for Research in
Black Culture, The New York Public Library, Astor, Lenox and Tilden Foundations.

appealed especially to African American domestics, many of whom were married
with children. The census of 1930 counted 23,000 black residents in the county,
a 334 percent increase over the 5,300 counted in 1900. New Rochelle, Mount
Vernon,Yonkers,White Plains, and Ossining housed the largest black communities, which originated as “bedroom towns” for household workers employed by
whites. Many of the pioneers in these communities were women who migrated
from the South on their own, found domestic work in Westchester, and then
sent for husbands, children, and other kin. A live-in job might initially be attractive; it could help a woman save money to send home. Once the whole family
arrived in Westchester, day work became the arrangement of choice, though it
was not always an option. Even for women whose families had joined them,
live-in work was so common that black clubs, churches, and other organizations
scheduled most activities for Thursdays and Sundays, when live-in maids could
get out and about.18
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Although day work became increasingly common after World War II, live-in
jobs never disappeared, and neither did tensions like those so evident in Scarsdale in the 1920s. In the late 1970s, a visiting researcher watched as Irene Larsen,
proprietor of a domestic employment agency in White Plains, ﬁelded a phone
call from an employer shocked to discover than her live-in servant was a wife
and mother. Larsen had to explain that the husband had been laid off, that jobs
were hard to ﬁnd, and that the wife’s income was the only thing keeping this
family from the street. When the call ended, she told the visitor: “Now that lady
is a perfectly nice individual, but you see how little she understands. Sometimes
I have to spell everything out for them; they have no idea what it is to be poor.
I get this all the time.” The writer Esmeralda Santiago, a resident of Katonah
whose mother sometimes worked as a domestic, sounds a related theme in her
novel América’s Dream (1996), whose title character is one of the many Latinas
recruited into household jobs in Westchester since the 1970s. As a live-in nanny
in Bedford, América Gonzalez must deal with an employer who repeatedly impinges on her time off: “She thinks I have no life other than the one that solves
her problems. . . . As if her life were more important than mine.” The employer,
on the other hand, feels that it is perfectly reasonable to expect that a nanny will
display what one recent help-wanted ad euphemistically called “a true pitch-in
type of attitude.” More than any other aspect of domestic life, tensions surrounding household wage labor show that home is not a refuge from class and racial
discord.19
In suburbs no less than cities, moreover, housing patterns and conditions
reﬂect social hierarchies. Although Westchester County has been famous for afﬂuence, many of its residents have lived in substandard conditions. In 1934, a
survey of one black and Italian community in Mount Vernon found 83 toilets
and just 8 bathtubs for 98 households sheltering 439 people. A similar pattern
emerged when a Tuckahoe neighborhood was surveyed in 1935–36. Families
who saved enough to move to better quarters often found that racial-ethnic discrimination limited their choices, and while discrimination against Italians and
Jews faded after World War II, this was not the case with discrimination against
African Americans. As one black Westchesterite recalled, white neighborhoods
routinely closed ranks against black home-buyers in the postwar years: “The[y]
used to break out the windows and different things like that . . . throw garbage
and stuff in the yard.” The county’s banks and real estate agencies made matters
worse. In 1953, a black physician reported about his experience in Yonkers: “To
buy a home I had to pay an exorbitant price for a run down building that no
one else would want and I had to go to Harlem to get a mortgage.” Not only
professionals but even celebrities have found their housing options limited by
white hostility. When the stage and screen stars Ossie Davis and Ruby Dee
moved their family from Mount Vernon to New Rochelle, they searched for a
neighborhood that was “already well integrated” because, as Dee explained, “I
want my children to feel safe.”20
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Roy and Addie Fields’s MacLean Avenue house, Greenburgh, NY, c. 1964. The house was built in
1950 and destroyed in the late 1960s for urban renewal.
Courtesy Deacon Roy Fields.

Public policy has often buttressed residential segregation. In the 1950s, “urban renewal” projects razed black neighborhoods in Port Chester, Mount Vernon, and White Plains. In the 1960s, Westchester County adopted a plan that
called for the demolition of 4,200 housing units—most of them occupied by
African Americans—and the construction of just 700 replacement units. The
city of Yonkers meanwhile conﬁned public housing projects to the west side of
town, and when federal courts ordered an end to this practice in the late 1980s,
a majority of the city council deﬁed the ruling.21
Hard-worked housewives, servants and their employers at odds, domestic life
cramped by poverty and racism: all of this belies the doctrine of separate spheres.
In some respects, Westchester has provided the proverbial “haven in a heartless
world” that Victorians hoped to ﬁnd in the home. Life in the county moves
more slowly than in New York City; there is less noise and more greenery to
sweeten the air; a vast network of public recreational facilities invites the weary
to relax. But Westchester, like other suburbs, has also replicated the cares and
conﬂicts found beyond its borders, and that has held true in homes as well as in
public spaces.
Just as the larger society has affected suburban home life, homemakers in
the suburbs have often banded together to affect the world beyond their doors.
From the nineteenth century well into the twentieth, convention decreed that
women’s associations should concentrate on household and family affairs, and
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Three-family house in New Rochelle, owned by Masie Fields, 1948. Eva Jones lived in the basement
apartment and later on the top ﬂoor.
Courtesy Mrs. Eva Goode Jones.

such organizations in Westchester generally accepted that dictum. On the whole,
however, the devotion to domesticity seems to have been more rhetorical than
real.
In 1932, the Lundberg survey of Westchester found some communities in
which half of the women belonged to clubs, often more than one. Virtually
every town had a women’s club where housewives gathered for activities ranging from classes in cooking, “beauty culture,” and studio arts to lectures on history, literature, and current events to initiatives in community service and social
reform. Other women’s associations included church-sponsored clubs, ethnic
societies such as the First Catholic Slovenian Ladies’ Union of Yonkers, and local
chapters of national organizations such as the YWCA, the Catholic Daughters
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of America, Hadassah, the National Consumers’ League, the Universal Sunshine
Society, and women’s auxiliaries to Masonic orders, Odd Fellows, the Elks, and
other fraternal groups.The Lundberg researchers observed class and racial differences in women’s participation in clubs. Well-to-do white women joined more
frequently than their less afﬂuent counterparts, and black women were more
highly organized than white women of any class. Social clubs predominated in
the wealthiest towns, while civic and political organizations took precedence
elsewhere. There were also commonalities that transcended race and class. Although they joined women’s organizations much more frequently than mixedsex groups, women activists in every community entered arenas that the doctrine
of separate spheres assigned to men.22
Housewives sometimes justiﬁed club membership by invoking home and
family, but such statements had a hollow ring. One woman interviewed for the
Lundberg survey testiﬁed to the marital beneﬁts of studying French, art, music,
and current events at her club:
Only too often does a married woman become immersed in her home and little
trivial affairs and lose all touch with the worthwhile things and the world outside. . . . Through the mental stimulus provided by the club the woman continues
to grow and keep in contact with her husband. . . . I am conﬁdent that the club has
prevented several divorces in our own community.

She added, however, that women with a “home complex” did not join her club
for fear of neglecting domestic obligations.23
For the most active members, club life could not help but compete with
home life. Nowhere was the competition ﬁercer than in Scarsdale, whose Woman’s Club developed an exceptionally elaborate program. From the time of its
establishment in 1919, this club saw to virtually all of the town’s social work and
published the local newsweekly, the Scarsdale Inquirer. Its lavish clubhouse—an
old mansion purchased in the late 1920s—became a central gathering place
for more than a thousand members divided into “interest clubs” that focused
on particular aspects of the liberal arts, handicrafts, or social service. As of 1932,
there were twenty such groups, each with its own ofﬁcers and special committees. Recounting a schedule of volunteer work that kept her busy ﬁve days a
week, a leader of the Woman’s Club told the Lundberg team: “Over-organization is the curse of the suburb. . . . The week-end is the only time when I can
call my soul my own.”24
If Scarsdale’s homemakers were especially active, women in other towns were
not far behind. This tradition had deep roots in Westchester, where women’s
forays into realms designated male date back more than 350 years. In the 1640s,
the county became home to Anne Hutchinson, banished from Massachusetts for
studying the Bible without male guidance. Another famous resident was Margaret Corbin, who retired to Westchester after serving in combat in the Revo-
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The Sanitary Commission in the hospital (at David’s Island) from The Boys of ’61 or Four Years of
Fighting by Charles Carleton Cofﬁn (Boston: Estes and Lauriat, 1882).

lutionary War. During the Civil War—when polite society still deﬁned military
nursing as a man’s job—many local women tended soldiers at the army hospital
on Davids Island off New Rochelle. A group of women in the northern part of
the county meanwhile established their own church, the First African Female
Mission Church of Peekskill, in 1864.The late nineteenth century saw a burst of
female activity in the Women’s Christian Temperance Union, the Knights of Labor, and other movements for social reform. In the opening decades of the twentieth century,Westchester women formed committees to regulate movie theaters
and dance halls, founded the Neighborhood House settlement in Tarrytown,
established more than 100 women’s suffrage groups with a combined membership of 20,000, sold Liberty Bonds and joined the Red Cross to support U.S.
efforts in World War I, and joined the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People, whose very ﬁrst locals included a branch in Mount Vernon.
Individual pioneers from this period include the business magnate Madam C.
J. Walker in Irvington-on-Hudson, who made a fortune manufacturing beauty
products for black women and donated most of it to the cause of civil rights;
Agnes Meyer of Mount Kisco, who became a county commissioner of recre-
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Attendees at the Walker Agents’ Convention pose in front of Villa Lewaro in 1924.
Collection of A’Lelia Bundles, Walker Family Collection, Washington, DC.

ation and a power in the local Republican machine; and the Democratic Party’s
Caroline Goodwin O’Day, whose election to the Rye School Board launched a
political career that culminated in 4 terms in the U.S. Congress.25
Like the woman who argued that club life saved marriages, women engaged
in politics and social reform typically explained their work in domestic terms.
In the 1880s a Yonkers woman active in the Knights of Labor penned a poem
advising her comrades to
Strive for your rights, O, sisters dear,
And ever remember in your own sphere,
You may aid the cause of all mankind,
And be the true woman that God designed.

Early twentieth-century activists said much the same thing in a less ﬂowery way.
They referred to women’s reform civic work as “municipal housekeeping”—a
way to meet domestic responsibilities. Even suffragists deployed such logic. Some
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Villa Lewaro (Madame Walker’s 34-room house at 67 North Broadway in Irvington).
Photo by Gray Williams.

argued that women needed the vote to guarantee “Home Protection”; others
promised that, once women were enfranchised, they would clean up politics just
as they cleaned their own homes. After New York women won the vote in 1917,
those who rose to prominence in party politics tended to present themselves as
homebodies, as if their activism were incidental. Belle Israels Moskowitz—a dance
hall reformer in Yonkers who later became a top adviser to Governor Alfred E.
Smith and the publicist for his presidential campaign in 1928—had this to say
when reporters asked about the difﬁculties of combining marriage, motherhood,
and political work: “A career is a splendid thing for a mother. It gives her a wider
contact with life . . . through which she can better develop the budding personalities of her children.” Agnes Meyer, who worked full time as a Republican boss
in Westchester, insisted nonetheless that “my husband and my family must come
ﬁrst.” Projects that took women away from home and household affairs had no
shortage of volunteers, yet no one articulated a critique of domesticity.26
That silence grew all the more noticeable in the aftermath of World War II,
when events conspired to widen the gap between women’s lifestyles and con-
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servative dictates as to their proper place. The war inaugurated an era of steady
growth in the population of married women with jobs outside their homes, and
since this development coincided with the baby boom, a great many working
wives were also mothers. While the rising birthrate increased women’s burdens
at home, it also gave them incentives to earn money so that the children could
enjoy some extras. By the same token. there were new pressures to take on volunteer work, for the Campﬁre Girls, the Cub Scouts, the PTA. Suburbanization
heightened these stresses and strains. Between 1950 and 1960, as Manhattan and
the Bronx lost residents, Westchester’s population grew by more than 183,000;
and women who made the move from city to suburb found themselves responsible for bigger homes in communities where neighbors, grocery stores, and
other resources were more spread out.27
McCarthyism and the Cold War meanwhile gave the doctrine of separate
spheres a new lease on life. “Now that destruction threatens us from within and
without, woman’s role in society is again recognized as the fundamental, conservative, and vital one it always has been.” So wrote Agnes Meyer in 1953, at the
height of the anti-Communist crusade. Her argument for domesticity had an
angry tone. “Women Aren’t Men,” she declared, and those who failed to fulﬁll
their proper roles caused all sorts of social problems, from juvenile delinquency,
divorce, and sexual promiscuity to rising conﬂict between government and business, workers and employers, and members of different religions. In 1959, in
an impromptu debate with Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev, Vice President
Richard Nixon pointed to America’s suburban homes and homemakers as the
envy of the world. Patriotic women would presumably strive to live up to that
boast. Even more vehemently than in Reverend Eliot’s day, domesticity was deﬁned as a woman’s duty to her country.28
Popular culture promoted domesticity in more prosaic ways, without reference to geopolitics. Movies like Rebel Without a Cause explored the misery of
suburban teenagers whose mothers made their husbands do housework or left it
to hired help. Pop psychologists opined that unhappy homemakers suffered from
role confusion, arrested development, or some other pathology. An article in Life
magazine sounded the alarm about a “suburban syndrome” in which housewives’ discontent found an outlet “in destructive gossip about other women, in
raining hell at the PTA, in becoming a dominating mother.” Television sitcoms
like Our Miss Brooks and Private Secretary, whose central characters were working
women, gave way by the late 1950s to programs like Father Knows Best and Leave
It to Beaver, about suburban families with stay-at-home mothers who did their
own housework while wearing fashionable dresses and high heels. If domesticity was not a patriotic duty, it was glamorous and, for respectable, well-adjusted
women, a sheer joy.29
There were, of course, countervailing trends. Social scientists and journalists such as A. C. Spectorsky occasionally sympathized with housewives who
felt trapped in the suburbs. Popular comedians Phyllis Diller, Totie Fields, Betty
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Vice President Richard Nixon and
Premier Nikita Khrushchev at display
of kitchenware at American National
Exhibition in Moscow, 1959. “What
we want to do,” said Nixon, “is make
easier the life of our housewives.”
Courtesy of The National Archives, Everet
Bumgardner, U.S. Information Agency,
306-PSD-60-4449.

[below] Feel the Touch of Frigidaire,

1961, advertisement. (See color plate.)
Collection of The Hudson River Museum.

Dick Van Dyke and Mary Tyler Moore. Everybody’s favorite Westchesterites
in the early 1960s—Rob and Laura Petrie of New Rochelle.
Image courtesy of Photofest.

Walker, and Moms Mabley made fun of marriage and motherhood. Satirical
writers Phyllis McGinley and Margaret Halsey—both of whom raised families in Westchester—portrayed much of a homemaker’s work as pointless and
dull. At the grassroots, housewives sometimes challenged Cold War policies. In
Westchester, some joined United World Federalists, founded in 1947 to promote
world government. On November 1, 1961, women in Mount Vernon, White
Plains, and several other Westchester towns took part in a nationwide protest of
50,000 women who stopped work for the day and demonstrated for an end to the
U.S.–Soviet arms race. By the next year, local chapters of Women Strike for Peace
were forming across the county.Yet nowhere did the doctrine of separate spheres
receive a sustained, serious critique; even the peace activists deﬁned themselves in
domestic terms, as mothers determined to shield children from harm.30
That silence would soon prove untenable. The dam broke in 1963, when the
magazine writer Betty Friedan, who kept house in Rockland County, published
The Feminine Mystique—a full-scale assault on suburban domesticity. In the late
1950s Friedan, a graduate of Smith College, had surveyed fellow members of its
class of 1942. Close to 90 percent of her respondents were housewives, mostly
in suburbs. Her survey, conducted via questionnaires and small-group meetings,
revealed widespread boredom, unhappiness, and a sense of irrelevance. Friedan
called this “the problem that has no name.” As one woman explained,
I’ve tried everything women are supposed to do—hobbies, gardening, pickling,
canning, being very social with my neighbors, running PTA teas. I can do it all,
and I like it, but it doesn’t leave you anything to think about—any feeling of who
you are. . . . There’s no problem you can even put a name to. But I’m desperate. I
begin to feel I have no personality. I’m a server of food and a putter-on of pants
and a bedmaker, somebody who can be called on when you want something. But
who am I?

While other writers had acknowledged this problem, Friedan was the ﬁrst to address it in a straightforward, sympathetic way. Instead of satire, she offered a sober
assessment of suburban homemakers’ lot. Instead of exhorting them to ask how
they could help others, she proposed ways they might help themselves. Most
important, she treated their unhappiness as a perfectly sane, respectable response
to a bad situation, not as a sign of moral weakness or psychopathology.31
Although its publisher did little to promote the book, The Feminine Mystique
quickly made Betty Friedan’s name a household word. She became a regular on
television talk shows, the subject of many a magazine spread, and the recipient
of letter after letter from housewives who read her book. Some were angry that
she regarded domesticity as a trap, but most of the letters came from women
who felt relieved to know that they were not the only housewives who wished
for something more. “I am with you,” wrote one. “I would like to join with others to improve our image and help other women to make their lot less difﬁcult
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in the world and in the home. What can we do?” In 1966, Friedan answered
that question by becoming a founder of the National Organization for Women
(NOW), in which homemakers, working women, and male supporters united in
behalf of “a truly equal partnership of the sexes, with no sexual discrimination
to hamper women’s opportunities outside the home.” By 1974, NOW had some
50,000 members and a thriving Westchester chapter based in White Plains.32
For all its sensitivity to the plight of homemakers, The Feminine Mystique
ignored other pertinent aspects of suburban life. Advising housewives to pursue
careers outside the home, the book’s ﬁnal chapter did not pause to consider that
this “new life plan for women” would lock some women—domestic servants—
into old roles. Nor did Friedan take account of the fact that not all suburban
housewives had enough education to qualify for rewarding careers, enough
money to go back to school, or enough earning potential to hire any household
help. It went unremarked that racism limited the options available to women of
color and that most communities lacked day-care centers, after-school programs,
and other infrastructural supports for working mothers.33
Today it seems obvious that these issues deserved attention. More women
than ever before combine marriage and motherhood with work outside their
homes, and there is a large gap between what communities offer in the way
of public services and what these women and their families need. Perpetually
segregated housing guarantees racial differentials in the quality and quantity of
services. Most wage-earning wives are struggling to make ends meet, not enjoying highly rewarding careers. Domestic workers routinely cope with low wages,
unpaid overtime, and abusive treatment. In all sectors of the U.S. labor force,
women, like men, are working harder and harder for stagnating returns.34
If The Feminine Mystique was woefully incomplete, it was a milestone nonetheless. For generations, American culture took for granted that women of sound
mind and morals found domestic life the perfect ﬁt for their talents and aspirations. Finally, this idea became a subject of national debate. Women could speak
their minds, candidly compare notes, explore alternatives to domesticity, argue
for and against—in short, exercise liberties that all free people are supposed to
possess. While life did not get more comfortable, it did get bigger, and that is
something that most women would not think of giving up.
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11.

Westchester
The Suburb in Fiction

Eileen Panetta

Experience the river views that inspired a famous school of art. Live in the grand
estate neighborhood where Frank A. Vanderlip (First National City Bank) played
penny poker with John D. Rockefeller (Standard Oil).This is Tara on Hudson. Full
air. Stunningly appointed Great Room with ﬁeldstone hearth. EIK. 4 BRs. Jacuzzi.
A prestigious gem on one secluded acre. Special and unique. Walk to train. Maid’s
quarters with separate entrance. $850,000.1

Thus Benjamin Cheever, son of the renowned chronicler of suburbia, begins
his 2004 novel The Good Nanny, about newcomers to Scarborough, New York’s
latest ﬁctional subdivision. But the appeals to nature, history, power, privacy,
individuality, convenience, and comfort contained in the ad have existed for 150
years in Westchester County. The dream is alive, if somewhat less than well.
Cheever’s satiric intent is evident in his immediate narrative gloss on the ad:
Shown now in the last rays of a watery March sun, the ediﬁce towered amid immature plantings. This was on the Albany Post Road and directly across Scarborough
Station road from the Scarborough Presbyterian Church. Although substantially
smaller than the church, the house seemed to vie with that structure as to which
was to be the more preposterous demonstration of man’s aspiration to transcend
practicality. Both buildings were designed to excite awe. Both were too large to
justify their purpose as shelter.
The church was substantially bigger than its competitor, but the Cross residence
had the Gothic windows once reserved for places of worship, and a three-car garage mahal. It outgunned the sanctuary six toilets to one. (1–2)
Featuring the largest lawn in the development, the wedding cake of a house was
bordered on the left by a replica of Washington Irving’s Sunnyside. A miniature of
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the dome of Jefferson’s Monticello took the right ﬂank. The builder’s motto and
slogan: “The Grandeur and Genius of the Past; the Comfort and Convenience of
the Future.” The development: Heavenly Mansions. (2)

This bloated project, a now familiar staple of the suburban dream, is concocted
of contradictions so familiar one hardly notices: a shamelessly garbled commodiﬁcation of history, Tara with Gothic windows, skimpy shrubbery, and six
bathrooms for a family of four.
In the course of the novel, the Crosses, a classic commuting couple, a publisher and a ﬁlm reviewer (perhaps stand-ins for the author and his wife, the
ﬁlm critic Janet Maslin), have moved to the suburb in pursuit of that familiar
bromide, a safe environment for their children that will allow the parents to pursue their careers in relative complacency. At considerable expense, they hire the
perfect nanny, an African American woman, who is also an artist of considerable
promise—a small but intimidating presence. Almost immediately, the murder at
their doorstep of a local doctor unleashes the couple’s just-below-the-surface
paranoia, and they become convinced that the nanny is afﬁliated with the killer,
who is, of course, reported to be black, and that she intends to kidnap their two
daughters. The Crosses manage, in their chaotic but nonetheless dangerous way,
to wreak the ultimate revenge on this threatening “stranger at the gates” and to
proﬁt, in the form of a book contract about her life, from her death at the hands
of the police.
But while they are betraying their own preening liberalism, the house and
its environs enact a slow, subtle revenge on them in the form of pipes that leak,
local megastores that scam, inept policemen, and ﬁnally, that most unsupportable
catastrophe for the small suburban landowner: the once unbuildable lot next
door is suddenly found to be buildable and about to become Manderley (the
great house from Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca) on their front lawn. The negativity about place in The Good Nanny is really a negativity about hapless people
in place, drawn by manipulation to a highly contrived landscape that promises
a perfect life.2
The suburbs, like the frontier, the small town, and the city against which they
all deﬁned themselves, became icons of American experience, each of which has
a representative quality—its mythic content—different from the actualities of life
lived.3 Analysts have tended to read in these landscapes a critique of American
values, manners, and aesthetics, treating places as identiﬁable entities rather than
collections of highly varied elements. Studies of the city, the frontier, the small
town, and most recently the suburbs in literature are not hard to ﬁnd.What each
place stood for more than anything was a “way of life”—experienced, imagined,
feared, reviled, longed for, lost.
Unlike cities, small towns, and rural spaces, all of which might be viewed as
more organic in origin, suburbia appears as an artiﬁce, reﬂecting anxieties about
the self in culture. The suburb is a more deliberately constructed environment,
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planned as a response to concerns about living. Space is manipulated toward
the formation of community; the hope is to design a life that will meet all appropriate needs, guarantee perfection, and join neighbors in a common lifestyle.
Perhaps most important, suburban life will facilitate escape from “dangers,” speciﬁcally, the increasing diversity of American urban life and its attendant alienation and disease.
On the other hand, in the 1950s and beyond, the fears engendered by the
Cold War threat, fears of the imposition of conformity and images of suburban
places as prisons, became a counterforce to the anxieties. Moreover, the developer could be perceived as a proﬁteer, selling the suburbs in an aggressive way
not commonly associated with the cities, small towns, and countryside. Once arrived, the new home owner might feel trapped, with no real connection to place
except conformity, no sense of personal history, no diversity, and only a highly
artiﬁcial presentation of nature. Various groups developed their own particular
anxieties about suburbia. For men it was potentially emasculating; for women, a
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passive and dominated space; for minorities, a place from which they were excluded or, conversely, a place that threatened their sense of ethnic identity.4 Thus
suburbia both responded to and spawned anxiety. And it is the anxiety generated
by suburban life that has tended to dominate its literary representation, despite
the fact that suburban development continues and families ﬂock there with undimmed expectations of fulﬁlling their dreams of ideal life.5
But from early on, apologists for the suburbs have been impatient of a characterization they see as bearing little relation to reality. In the early 1950s, just
as Westchester was becoming “Cheever country,” the poet Phyllis McGinley argued, in a prefatory essay to her volume of poetry A Short Walk from the Station,
for the validity of daily life over symbolic intentions. In “Suburbia, of Thee I
Sing,” she counters the prevailing representation with her own Westchester experience: “To condemn Suburbia has long been a literary cliché, anyhow. I have
yet to read a book in which the suburban life was pictured as the good life or
the commuter as a sympathetic ﬁgure. . . . These clichés I challenge. I have lived
in the country. I have lived in the city. I have lived in an average Middle Western
small town. But for the best eleven years of my life I have lived in suburbia and
I like it.”6 However, in other sections of her essay, she acknowledges all is not
entirely well; for example, traces of anti-Semitism and anti-Catholicism may
appear in conversation. Her portraits of women’s lives are not unproblematic.
Still, her tone is overwhelmingly positive and playful, rare in ﬁction about the
county.7 For such enthusiasm, one must examine some of the earliest writers on
the scene in Westchester.
Homestead on the Hudson
Among the earliest ﬁctional references to Westchester as a place of contrast
with “the town,” as New York City was referred to, are to be found in two novels
from the mid-1800s. Frederic Cozzens’s The Sparrowgrass Papers (1856) is set in
Yonkers, close to the junction of the Nepperhan and the Hudson, while Robert
Cofﬁn’s Out of Town (1866), written under the pseudonym Barry Gray, examines
rural Fordham, now part of the Bronx. These two works, rather formless in plot,
are written in a style that might be described as a cross between Thoreau-like
observations of nature and society and mild Dickensian irony. Both works present not the inhabitants of the grand villas of a somewhat later period but the
middle class discovering the possibility of life beyond the city for a commuting
head of household and his family. Though the Grays of Cofﬁn’s novel are forced
out of the city by a lost lease, both works begin with high anticipation of that
picturesque life that the city cannot provide. The Sparrowgrass Papers opens on
this lyric scene:
It is a good thing to live in the country. To escape from the prison walls of the
metropolis—the great brickery we call “the city”—and to live amid blossoms and
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leaves, in shadow and sunshine, in moonshine and starlight, in rain, mist, dew, hoar
frost and drouth, out in the open campaign, and under the blue dome that is
bounded by the horizon only. It is a good thing to have a well with dripping
buckets, a porch with honey-buds, and sweet bells, a hive embroidered with nimble
bees, a sun-dial mossed over, ivy up to the eaves, curtains of dimity, a tumbler of
fresh ﬂowers in your bedroom, a rooster on the roof and a dog under the porch.8

This is, with variation of detail, the beautiful dream, the perennially enticing
suburban vision. Immediately Cozzens lets a little air out of it—anticipating the
trajectory that both novels, and perhaps all migration to the suburbs, must follow. “When Mrs. Sparrowgrass and I moved into the country, we found some
preconceived notions had to be abandoned, and some departures made from the
plans we had laid down in the little back-parlor in Avenue G” (SP 14).
In Cofﬁn’s Out of Town, the narrator’s description is a little more homely.
Having returned from a scouting expedition, he describes the ideal place to his
wife as “within an hour’s ride of business,” “a quiet, unpretentious little place,
nestled on and among the hills, with sundry picturesque houses, and an air of
thrift pervading its people.”9
But the similarities between the two novels are more striking than the differences. Both employ a pattern of initial high expectations, quickly followed by
discouraging challenges and a recognition of limits, and ﬁnally by competence
and contentment. Each family approaches the experience with the enthusiasm
of pioneers, though the reader is reminded that sometimes these pioneers, like
the Grays in Out of Town, can be found on the late commuter train, coming
home from the theater. Both works close with a comparison of city versus country life; it is clear that neither family absolutely rejects the former. Mr. Sparrowgrass writes an essay on the relative virtues of town and country in which he
admits that sometimes country living, even nature itself, “fails to supply us with
the requisite amount of mild and healing sympathy” (SP 252). When winter
comes,“the bright city, with its social populace, presents a striking contrast to the
dreary, solitary country, with its lonely roads, dark planes, and desolate woods”
(SP250). Certain conveniences—painters, plumbers, locksmiths, and the like—
are in short supply at all times in the country: “To one accustomed to the facile
helps of a great city its numerous and convenient stores, its limited distances,
its ready attentions, and its easy means of information and communication, the
slow and sleepy village presents a contrast, which, upon the whole, can scarcely
be considered as favorable to the latter” (SP 252). This comparison signals the
beginning of a self-consciousness, a need to justify the decision to move to the
suburb, a choice deliberately made, to live separate from one’s work and to work
separate from one’s family.
Engraving by Whitney & Jocelyn Sc., in The Sparrowgrass Papers, by Frederic S. Cozzens (New York:
Derby & Jackson, 1856).
Collection of The Hudson River Museum.
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In both novels the lives of children constitute the most compelling justiﬁcation for the change of residence. The country is like a great laboratory in which
experiment and exploration are possible in relative safety: “It is a good thing to
have children in the country. Children in the country are regular old-fashioned
boys and girls, not pocket editions of men and women as they are in town” (SP
52). Amplifying this, Cozzens describes the educative effect of country living on
the developing child:
Thank heaven for this great privilege, that our little ones go to school in the country. Not in the narrow streets of the city; not over the ﬂinty pavements; not amid
the crush of crowds, and the din of wheels: but in the sweet woodlands and meadows; out in the open air, and under the blue sky. . . . Learning a thousand lessons
city children never learn; getting nature by heart—and treasuring up in their little
souls the beautiful stories written in God’s great picture-book. (SP 184)

In the absence of varied adult diversions, the country provides more common
experience and shared time between parent and child; bonds are more easily developed and the father’s role is enhanced despite the separation of commuting to
work: “for want of other pleasures, parents are prone, in the country, to turn their
attention more familiarly to the little ones, to enter more familiarly into their
minor world . . . so that in time one gets to be very popular there, and is hailed
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as a comrade and good fellow” (SP 256). Though the idea that father-child relations are enhanced in the suburbs would be challenged in the twentieth century,
the culture’s endorsement of the suburban experience maintains the notion that
it is good for the children, that nature is the great teacher and nurse.
But nature is unreliable; living close to nature has its special dangers, which
go well beyond comic misadventures. The drowning of a child in the Hudson River just across from the Sparrowgrass house—a little boy bathing on the
beach goes out beyond his depth—is a reminder that this is, to use John Stilgoe’s
phrase, “a tricky Eden.”10 The narrator responds with relief to the sight of the
little group of sad-faced children who have watched the drowned boy’s body
being recovered and restored to his mother. The child is not his. But it is to the
educative value of such experience that Mr. Sparrowgrass turns for consolation:
“although the sun went down in splendid clouds . . . and all nature seemed to
be unconsciously gay over the melancholy casualty; yet our little ones were true
to themselves, and to humanity. They had turned over an important page in life,
and were proﬁting by the lesson” (SP 193–94).11
In both The Sparrowgrass Papers and Out of Town, the wife is regarded as a full
partner in the new enterprise. Stilgoe compares the experience to pioneering,
and Cozzens, citing St. Paul, afﬁrms that “the house is the woman’s center” creating “equality if separation of responsibilities.” Though the suburbs later came
to be identiﬁed with the oppression of wives and mothers, in this new venture,
where housekeeping was more complicated and less convenient than in the city
and dealing with animals and gardens a new experience for city-bred men and
women, the challenges of daily life made women’s work both necessary and
worthy. Of course, both authors were male.
However, there are familiar issues when it comes to such matters as the allocation of space. Mr. Gray’s primary concern in Woodbine Cottage is to establish
“a place for his books” (OT 3). The rest of the space is subject to the continuous
scrutiny of the person whose primary sphere it is.
Every few days my wife has made some important change in the location of the
furniture. Tables, chairs, bureaus, sofas, and bedsteads dance an irregular jig about
the house. That which is my bedroom one night is the children’s nursery the next.
And because I eat my breakfast in the morning, before I go to town, it is no proof
to me that, when I return in the afternoon, I shall eat my dinner there. Fortunately,
it is not an easy matter to move bookcases, else I might expect, some day, to ﬁnd
my library transferred to the garret. The fact is, my wife has a liking for change.
(OT 8)

Is there a hint of the futile activity associated with bored, vaguely dissatisﬁed
suburban housewives of the post-Friedan era here? It goes without saying that
additions, even a new wing, are being contemplated right from the beginning.
Suburban remodeling has a long history.
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One-eyed horses, attacking pigs, confusion about seeds and roosters, and even
the presence of thieves—all of these eventually yield to a growing satisfaction on
the part of the newly transplanted families. The beauty of the landscape at every
season conﬁrms the choice of “suburban retreat,” as Cofﬁn calls it. The description of rain coming up the river is familiar to anyone who has lived along the
Hudson: “South of us a grey rain-curtain was drawn across the river, shutting
out everything beyond, except the spectral masts and spars of a schooner riding
at anchor.The Palisades started up in the gloom, as their precipitous masses were
revealed by the ﬂashes of unearthly light that played through the rolling clouds”
(SP 34). This painterly description—John Frederick Kensett is invoked in the
novel twice—illustrates the luminous quality of the landscape that contrasts with
the more workaday experiences of the commuting farmer that Sparrowgrass has
become.
Finally, there are references to Edgar Allan Poe’s cottage (Cofﬁn) and Washington Irving’s Wolfert’s Roost (Cozzens); it is signiﬁcant to the ex-urbanites
that the literati live here too. The picturesque and the practical, nature and culture, are combined. One may hear the beginnings of the “have it all” mindset.
The adventure ends, or rather continues, in satisfaction, and, on balance, it’s a
wonderful life.
Playground
Some thirty-ﬁve years later, Edith Wharton would use the countryside surrounding the Hudson as the setting for her classic 1905 novel The House of Mirth.12
Above Westchester, in Rhinebeck and Tuxedo, she located the enormous estates
and hunting lodges of those who also had impressive Fifth Avenue addresses.
These rural, though hardly rustic, houses were the settings for weekend parties that typically began at Grand Central Station, where the guests assembled.
Sometimes intrigues began on the train. The rich amused themselves in the
game rooms, cavernous dining rooms, woodland overlooks, and bedrooms of the
mansion as well. The not-so-rich, like Lily Bart, the heroine, struggled to “keep
up” with the wardrobe requirements and the heavy gambling in which attractive
unmarried female guests were expected to participate, as a diversion for husbands
whose wives required a little “recreational space” of their own.The trick for Lily
and her sort was to preserve their own reputation and leave unmarred their prospects for marriage.Wharton, who knew these settings well, did not exploit them
for their picturesque value; rather, they have a heavy, even mordant quality.
Lighter ﬁction also took note of Westchester as a potential setting to bring
the public into proximity with the upper classes, which had been enjoying the
area for recreational and escapist purposes. Such ﬁction paralleled the invitation
given to motorists of the period to travel “along the same route followed by the
well-to-do New Yorker on his way from busy Manhattan to his quiet home in
the hills.”13
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The completely charming Doris of Dobbs Ferry (1917) by Carolyn Wells features a very speciﬁc locale, the Livingston House in Dobbs Ferry, built by a
Dutch farmer, acquired by Philip Livingston in 1785, and reputed to have served
as Washington’s headquarters in 1781. The writing of Wells’s novel coincided
with the purchase of the house in 1916 for restoration. It is this historic interest
that held potential for Wells:
From the time long ago, when in ancient annals this tract of American soil was designated as “one full lott of woodland lying on and within” the estate of Phillipse
Manor, until the present, when eager motorists pause to read its descriptive tablet,
the old house, serene in its dignity and happy in its hallowed memories, has graciously accepted the greeting of the Spring more than two hundred and thirty times.14

The novel chronicles the romantic adventures and ﬁnancial misadventures
of a spunky and thoroughly modern young girl, a Nancy Drew prototype, who
unexpectedly inherits the house and boldly resolves to bring it from a state of
“shocking disrepair” into the twentieth century, by means of restoration and
improvements. To doubters and historic preservationists, she speaks with the
aplomb of a guest developer on the television program This Old House: “the
introduction of electrics, steam heat, telephones, plumbing and all that? Do you
think the push-button shatters the atmosphere?” Her conclusion asserts the value of the old only as it incorporates all the conveniences of modern life for the
up-to-date resident in the history-ﬁlled setting: “We’re living now and the house
is living now; so, to my mind, there’s no reason why these old walls and windows
and mantels should mind the intrusion of modern inventions” (180–81).
In her quest to restore, she is hindered and abetted by a familiar assortment
of old house mystery staples: ghostly presences, hidden necklaces (priceless, of
course—the project is strapped ﬁnancially) referenced in antique documents,
and a motley collection of malefactors. Between stages of this project, Doris
enjoys the usual social rounds of motoring, golf, and tennis associated with early
twentieth-century life. But she’s a level-headed girl, and her primary focus, suitors notwithstanding, is the house itself. Ignoring objections, she insists on the
removal of a bay window, an unsightly addition from an earlier renovation. Doris
is also reading Wolfert’s Roost, and the later novel seems cognizant of the presence of Irving’s classic suburban retreat just up the Hudson. The actual historical house on which Doris of Dobbs Ferry is based no longer exists, having been
replaced by condominiums, so we cannot judge the success of the project that
inspired Wells. But the novel remains, a small testament to the competing values
of rich, even if somewhat exaggerated, local history and modern convenience in
the minds of new residents ﬂowing rapidly into the county.
A nod must be given to Rex Stout’s short story “Point of Death” (1934),
which, within a very short compass, manages to weave intrigues around the
fashionable recreations of the wealthy; “murder most complicated” takes place
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on the golf links, a central symbol of conspicuous waste—of time and space—
in which the afﬂuent can indulge. Private airﬁelds and tennis courts are the
scenes of further mayhem. But here the landed gentry are the prosperous and
inﬂuential rather than the fabulously wealthy of Wharton’s novel: “The place in
Westchester was the old Barstow estate, but the family was able to be there less
than three months of the year, since it was necessary to live at the university from
September to June. They knew many people in the surrounding country.”15 A
well-to-do second generation of professionals has arrived, although still only as
summer residents.
In Faith Baldwin’s 1938 novel Station Wagon Set, the popular car is not much
in evidence, but it represents the back-and-forth nature of the inhabitants’ relationship to the setting, their mobility and restlessness. Baldwin grew up in Yonkers; however, the ﬁctional locale is, by her acknowledgment, a composite based
on her experience of Westchester, Connecticut, Long Island, and New Jersey,
all of whose suburbs she inhabited at various times. Though the scene may be
generic, there is a precision to her class consciousness:
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Little Oxford is deﬁnitely gentry and deﬁnitely country. It prides itself on not
being suburban. Yet it is not completely rural, for it is only sixty miles from town
[New York City]. It harbors ancient houses complete with lawns and shade trees,
set well back from the residential streets, and beyond the village with old farmhouses converted into modern dwellings and the usual quantity of renovated barns.
It is famous for its many estates, ranging from ﬁve acres to a thousand. And its
numerous circles of society touch, overlap and often merge.
There are no cafés, therefore no café society.There are no hotels. But there is an
inn that had once been on a stagecoach route, a modest tavern, a diner, drugstore,
and a sweet shoppe. There are fast daily trains for the commuter and an accessible
airport for the air-minded.16

In its use of negatives, the description encodes hints of preciousness and exclusion: “not . . . suburban,” “no cafés,” “no café society,” “no hotels”—nothing
vulgar.Things self-consciously small town—an inn, a tavern, a drugstore, a sweet
shoppe—are juxtaposed with fast daily trains and accessible airports; the urban
is within easy reach. The residences on the pre-Revolutionary grant are ancient
houses, old farmhouses, renovated barns; they all have roots, history. This quaint
landscape is carefully composed; the repetition of “deﬁnitely” suggests it means
to stay that way.
Despite its pastoral and historical pretensions and its claim to social range,
the novel is ﬁne-tuned to appeal to readers looking for a voyeuristic journey
into the imagined life of the rich and fortunate. The houses Baldwin depicts
are largely status homes, for the summer season, weekend parties, and rendezvous—playhouses for the adult children of inherited and achieved wealth. This
prewar novel delineates a suburban experience not yet fully realized, in which
the essence of the glamorous life is means and motion.
The country club is the social center, the communal space that allows for
the occasional blending of classes. One daring young woman invites her garage
mechanic to an evening at the club, where he exhibits the manliness and natural
suavity not common in the rather in-bred regulars. However, giving private parties and dances at the club is a way of enforcing maximum exclusivity, of culling
the privileged herd to even greater reﬁnements of snobbery. The club and the
location generally are places of intensiﬁed social distinction where overstepping
boundaries can exact a high price or yield a high reward.
The plot is a series of intersecting love stories involving residents and their
guests, simple moral fables about the greater value of virtue, industry, and manliness over the size of one’s swimming pool or family connections.Women almost
seduced by arrogant privilege learn and sometimes teach the value of republican
virtue, but always served within a thick crust of glamour and attractiveness—no
funny-looking people live here.There is a small amount of stereotypical race and
ethnicity; one local family’s circumstances are described with genial contempt:
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They all lived in a ramshackle brown house in a part of Little Oxford which visitors didn’t see and which residents avoided, except when they sent their chauffeurs
down with the washing.There was a considerable Polish and Italian element living
there, and a few Irish. Around the corner was the Negro section. It was an exciting
place in which to live. Noise and laughter, ﬁghts and furies, lots of kids. No one
was really poor, each had a full belly, a bed, and a roof over his head. It was all right.
It was as much a part of Little Oxford as the Pallister estate with its hundreds of
manicured acres behind stone walls. (143)

Complacency reigns. Poverty and ethnicity are purely decorative, but as necessary as shepherds in a pastoral landscape. This interesting quote only glances at
the other residents beginning to ﬁll the spaces between the estates and the train
stations, drawn perhaps by some unmentioned local industry or agriculture, or
by the gas stations, laundries, and taverns that, in one way or another, service the
gentry. To the station wagon set, the locals pose no real threat, given their small
numbers and general usefulness. They are not yet “the stranger at the gates.”
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Landscape of Neurosis
The greatly expanded need for housing after World War II and a mature system
of parkways throughout Westchester began to challenge the way of life of the
older towns and estates. Improved train lines encouraged some seasonal and
weekend residents to become daily commuters.Written at a time of enormously
increased demand for suburban housing, a number of John Cheever’s short stories are set in Westchester County or just over the border in Connecticut. The
ﬁctional Shady Hill and Bullet Park are older, established locales in the familiar
commuter landscape that is Cheever country.
Cheever’s rendering of suburbia presents all of the familiar paraphernalia he
inventories in his stories: the commuter trains; the suburban station; the cutthroat city jobs; the procession of maids and babysitters; cocktail parties and
country clubs; rounds of drinks with the same old friends; the Episcopal Church;
the breakfast table; the bedroom and that refuge for marital discord, the guest
room; the terrace garden; the swimming pool; and in one instance, the bunker
in the back yard. Nature itself is often only a remembered landscape, something
lost and longed for.“Where,” wonders a Cheever hero,“were the trout streams of
my youth, and other innocent pleasures?” Though children are the rationale for
choosing the suburbs—“if you can work in the city and have children to raise, I
can’t think of a better place”—there is little representation of their lives. Except
in “The Sorrows of Gin,” where Amy Lawton, a little girl trying to intervene in
the world of her parents, is at the center, children are on the edges, a precious accessory. There are the old moneyed families, committing to “upzoning,” keeping
out “the stranger at the gates—unwashed, tirelessly scheming, foreign, the father
of disorderly children who would ruin their rose garden and depreciate their
real-estate investments, a man with a beard, a garlic breath and a book.”17
His chronicles of the postwar suburbs constitute the most recognizable version of the landscape that American literature has produced. From a distance the
portrait seems fairly homogeneous. Yet in a short volume, The Housebreaker of
Shady Hill, containing only eight stories, the range, though not wide, is diverse
enough to present a complex and contradictory picture. It is a world of the haves
and the have lesses, in which the narrowness of the discrepancy and the social
intermingling produce signiﬁcant tension.The lives of women, the gender more
fully circumscribed by the place, are a barometer of the difference within apparent sameness. In the two stories referred to below, both husbands are in ﬁnancial
straits and struggle to keep up.
In the title story of the volume, Johnny Hake, who has recently lost his job,
describes his wife’s life as he imagines it:
And what, on a given day, stretching a point here and there, does she have to do?
Drive me to the train. Have the skis repaired. Book a tennis court. Buy the wine
and groceries for the monthly dinner of the Societe Gastronomique du Westchester
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Nord. Look up some deﬁnitions in Larousse. Attend a League of Women Voters
symposium on sewers. Go to a full dress lunch for Bobsie Nell’s aunt.Weed the garden. Iron a uniform for the part-time maid. Type two and a half pages of her paper
on the early novels of Henry James. Empty the wastepaper baskets. Help Tabitha
prepare the children’s supper. Give Ronnie some batting practice. Put her hair in
pin curls. Get the cook. Meet the train. Bathe. Dress. Greet her guests in French at
half past seven. Say bon soir at eleven. Lie in my arms until twelve. Eureka! You might
say that she is prideful, but I think only that she is a woman enjoying herself in a
country that is prosperous and young.18

The formidable catalogue of activities is conveyed in a tone carefully pitched
between breathless exhilaration and irony. Aspirations, pretensions, social obligations, parenting, and spending are so commingled as to defy characterization. Are
we to see her as liberated, oppressed, or vapid? This is Cheever’s way of conveying the suburbs in his work. There is not a great deal of physical description of
place; rather, the essence of suburbia is in its routines and rituals. In this sense, the
Hakes’ life is classic Tudor revival.
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In the story “O Youth and Beauty,” both the range of female activity and the
tone in which it is delivered are sharply different, even though the Bentleys, like
the Hakes, are relatively young and exposed to the general postwar prosperity.
Though the catalogue used to describe the Bentleys is tipped in a different direction, Linda Bentley lives in very close proximity to her neighbor and fellow
resident of Shady Hill, and her life is characterized by the same frenetic pace:
When she was still half awake in the morning, she was putting on the water for
coffee and diluting the frozen orange juice. Then she would be wanted by the
children. She would crawl under the bed to ﬁnd a sock for Toby. She would lie ﬂat
on her belly and wiggle under the bed (getting dust up her nose) to ﬁnd a shoe for
Rachel. Then there were the housework, the laundry, and the cooking, as well as
the demands of the children. There always seemed to be shoes to put on and shoes
to take off, snowsuits to be zipped and unzipped, bottoms to be wiped, tears to be
dried, and when the sun went down (she saw it from the kitchen window) there
was the supper to be cooked, the baths, the bedtime stories, and the Lord’s Prayer
. . . but the day was far from over for Louise Bentley. There were the darning, the
mending, and some ironing to do and after sixteen years of housework she did not
seem to be able to escape her chores even while she slept. (“O Youth” 39–40)

The Bentleys’ life is “medium-cost ranchhouse,” and they struggle to maintain
the all-important country club membership they cannot afford. In this superﬁcially homogeneous community, with its presumption of shared status and upward mobility, such differences in situation become all the more harrowing,
exaggerated as they are by the relentless social contact and constant, anxious
measuring.
If there is a central fable to these stories, it revolves around the hunt for
some lost thrill to use as a buffer against the insecurities and disappointments
of middle age—some transgressive “cutting loose,” whether it be garden-variety
inﬁdelity, heavy drinking, pursuit of a babysitter, stealing from more prosperous
neighbors, bullying an inferior at work, or knocking a presumed rival down at
the train station. Perhaps the most poignant version occurs in “O Youth and
Beauty.” Cash Bentley has been a star athlete, “a hero. He had been adored and
happy and full of animal spirits” (47). Yet he is still possessed of a “stubborn
youthfulness,” which fuels his perennial postparty stunt:
Trace Bearden would begin to chide Cash Bentley about his age and thinning hair.
The chiding was preliminary to moving the living-room furniture. Chase and Cash
moved the tables and chairs, the sofas and the ﬁre screens, the woodbox and the
footstool, and when they had ﬁnished, you wouldn’t know the place. Then if the
host had a revolver, he would be asked to produce it. Cash would take off his shoes
and assume a starting crouch behind a sofa. Trace would ﬁre the weapon out of
an open window and if you were new to the community and had not understood
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what the preparations were about, you would then realize that you were watching
a hurdle race. Over the sofa went Cash, over the tables, over the ﬁre screen and the
woodbox. It was not exactly a race, since Cash ran it alone, but it was extraordinary
to see this man of forty surmount so many obstacles so gracefully. There was not
a piece of furniture in Shady Hill that Cash could not take in his stride. The race
ended with cheers, and presently the party would break up. (“O Youth” 38)

The naïve narrator is wrong: Cash is brought down, ﬁrst by a piece of chest
carving at the Farquarsons. His broken leg is a long time mending, but he goes
into training and is eventually able to race again. The story ends abruptly when,
unable to stop himself, he attempts the race at home after a party. His wife
Louise, holding the starting gun, shoots him dead. This ending echoes Ernest
Hemingway’s “The Short Happy Life of Francis Macomber.” But unlike the
wife of that story, who fears she may lose her husband and puts an end to his
newfound manhood, Louise Bentley appears to be aiming at her husband’s unquenchable adolescence.
Men, in these stories, chafe against the constraints of an overdetermined
world. The perfection of suburban living, its meeting of every need, its readymade horizontal community19 of fellow commuters and cocktail-party crowd,
subject the reader to pressures of ﬁnance duress, exclusion, sexuality, aging—the
more acute because there is little room for missteps or free improvisation. As
Robert Beuka has observed, there is a rigid and unforgiving hierarchy beneath
the surface ease and contentment of Cheever’s Westchester life.
“The Swimmer,” his best-known short story, is set in the vicinity of Bullet
Park, another Westchester locale, associated by its name with a darkening vision
of suburban neurosis. At the beginning of the story, Neddy Merrill is at a distant
neighbor’s pool with his wife and a group of friends, recovering from the previous evening’s drinking. His image is youthful, though undercut at intervals by
the reminder that he is not young, particularly the ironic Shakespearean reference to being like the end of a summer day. He conceives the idea of returning
to his own house as a mock heroic journey, an Odyssey of sorts, which he will
accomplish by swimming across the pools that stretch in a dogleg series between
the friends’ place and his, a swim across the county—calling the string of pools
the River Lucinda, after his wife. Neddy has “a vague and modest idea of himself as a legendary ﬁgure, a heroic image of himself ” (Stories 714) and a sense of
harmony with his world; it is a willing vehicle for his adventure:
The day was lovely, and that he lived in a world so generously supplied with water
seemed like a clemency, a beneﬁcence. His heart was high and he ran across the
grass. Making his way home by an uncommon route gave him the feeling that
he was a pilgrim, an explorer, a man with a destiny, and he knew that he would
ﬁnd friends all along the way; friends would line the banks of the Lucinda River.
(714–15)
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There is something slightly mawkish about his self-assessments, something sentimental, preposterous, and hung over. But the desperation to turn the constructed
world into a ﬁeld of adventure, like Cash’s making a hurdle racecourse out of the
furniture, is hard not to sympathize with. Both are aging boy-men who need to
feel young again in their circumscribed spaces.
Symbolically, Neddy is a time traveler, moving either from a remembered
past of harmony with his environment to a ruined present or from a present
sense of security to a feared future, when it will be payback time for his participation in the exclusivity, petty snobbery, and sexism of his little world. As the
day darkens and cools and the season changes, his near nudity becomes a symbol
not of his virility but of his vulnerability. His reception among those he counted
on to cheer his exploit cools; he is pelted on the public highway he must cross,
chased out of a municipal pool, rebuffed by the very people he used to snub, and
ﬁnally, late in the journey and exhausted, reviled by his former mistress, whose
world he had once casually appropriated:
Love—sexual roughhouse in fact—was the supreme elixir, the pain killer, the
brightly colored pill that would put the spring back into his step, the joy of life
into his heart. They had had an affair last week, last month, last year. He couldn’t
remember. It was he who had broken it off, his was the upper hand, and he stepped
through the gate of the wall that surrounded her pool with nothing so considered
as self-conﬁdence. It seemed in a way to be his pool, as the lover, particularly the
illicit lover, enjoys the possessions of his mistress with an authority unknown to
holy matrimony. (723)

The tone here, of the aging, bullying, narcissist seeking a sexual ﬁx, radically
differs from the free, harmonious early tenor of youth in pursuit of heroic adventure. Neddy has come home to the ugliness of his life even before, in tears
and broken, he reaches the empty, locked, and decaying house that he and his
family long ago vacated. Whether in imagination or in reality, suburbia exacts a
stern revenge, and the swimming pool, that most suburban of status markers, is
the enforcer.
Richard Yates’s Revolutionary Road (1961) also takes place during the mass
migration to the suburbs after World War II. But it is not about the more established communities of Cheever’s stories; instead, it represents the quest of small
families, bedeviled by economic realities, for space and security in the suburbs.
And the novel is less equivocal than Cheever in its rendering of the devastation
of spirit that can occur. Felt by many not to have received the enduring recognition it deserves, Revolutionary Road has to a large extent dropped from sight.
The setting is an unspeciﬁed suburb, “not many miles from Rye.”20 The nearest railroad station is Stamford.The Wheelers, a family of four, have moved there
from Manhattan, and Frank commutes to the Knox Ofﬁce Machine Company
in the city—a company about to make its postwar transition into the nascent
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Revolutionary Road, book cover by Richard Yates, copyright. (See color plate.)
Reprinted and used by permission of Vintage Books, a Division of Random House, Inc.

computer ﬁeld. When we meet his wife, April, she has just suffered a humiliation as the star of an amateurish local theater production of The Petriﬁed Forest.
She and Frank had had high hopes for the community theater, counting on it
to bring some needed culture and glamour to their suburban lives. She had also
entertained the idea that she would experience a personal triumph, perhaps the
ﬁrst of many. Even so, her anguish at the ﬁasco appears excessive.
What quickly becomes clear is that April, a stay-at-home mother of two
small children, is far along in her unhappiness with her life. As antisuburbanites,
both the Wheelers are dissatisﬁed with every aspect of their lives, their house,
Frank’s job, their neighbors, their role as parents, and even, perhaps especially,
their relationship. Out of her humiliation, boredom, and the fear that they are
succumbing to the contamination of their environment, April generates an escape plan—they will sell their disappointing suburban house and move as a family to Paris. Her investment in the idea is instantaneous and elaborate; she begins
the process of applying for work permits abroad. Although Frank allows himself
to be drawn into the scheme, he also makes countermoves, letting himself get
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involved in a half-hearted affair with a fellow employee and accepting a more
future-oriented position with the company; these suggest that he is uncertain
about their exodus. In this conﬂicted environment, April becomes pregnant
again, the ﬁnal blow to the Paris escape plan.The novel ends with her death, in a
botched, self-induced bathroom abortion, her absolute rejection of the suburban
route that the couple, having chosen it, cannot exit. For them the revolutionary
road is ironic, a dead end.
Commenting on the novel’s title, Richard Ford seems to subscribe to the
view that the problem for the Wheelers is a defect of place: the citizenry come
to the suburbs seeking an ideal of community, but “this is precisely the ideal that
the suburbs—monotonous, anesthetized buffer zones between the two more
vital life experiences of the country and the city—manage to trivialize and contaminate” (xx). But the novel challenges as much as it conﬁrms this notion. One
of the difﬁculties with this standard indictment of suburbia is that, in the novel,
imagery of illusion and escape predates the Wheelers’ move.
For the Wheelers, buying a home in the suburbs had seemed a helplessly inevitable stage in lives that were both promising and directionless. Reﬂecting on his
wife’s ﬁrst pregnancy, Frank feels his inability to control the direction of events:
Wasn’t it true, then, that everything in his life from that point on had been a succession of things he hadn’t really wanted to do? Taking a hopelessly dull job to
prove he could be as responsible as any other family man, moving to an overpriced,
genteel apartment to prove his mature belief in the fundamentals of orderliness
and good health, having another child to prove that the ﬁrst hadn’t been a mistake,
buying a house in the country because that was the next logical step and he had to
prove himself capable of taking it. (55)

In a moment of bitterness, Frank remembers that, at fourteen, he had dreamed
of riding a freight train across the country. In the army during World War II, he
had had a confused but exhilarating tour in Europe. It was predicted that since
he was an intellectual and a veteran, “his work would be somewhere ‘in the
humanities’ if not precisely in the arts—it . . . would involve his early and permanent withdrawal to Europe, which he often described as the only part of the
world worth living in.” He is glad that he was not too speciﬁc: “He was grateful
. . . that he had no particular area of interest. In avoiding speciﬁc goals he had
avoided speciﬁc limitations. For the time being the world, life itself, could be
his chosen ﬁeld.” He would of course meet and marry a “ﬁrst-rate girl.” April,
a graduate of Rye Country Day School, is described as a “really ﬁrst-rate girl”
(22–23). But, when they take possession of the apartment he has shared with two
college buddies, he ﬁnds that “half the fun of being married was that it was just
like having an affair” (47).
Such youthful open-endedness (or is it emptiness?) is not exceptional; its
very ordinariness is perhaps the problem. It conveys the illusion of distinction

Westchester 394

without direction. But when the demands of maturity and family responsibility
begin to dictate “the next logical step,” to call for economic stability, security, and
planning, it is tempting to project onto the place where these needs are typically
met the array of stiﬂing images associated with suburbia.
Even after they have lived in the suburb for a while, Frank refers to their
neighbors and friends as “all those damn little suburban types” (24). When the
Wheelers are being shown homes, they need to feel a measure of superiority. Though the real estate agent immediately pegs them as consigned to the
low end of the market, “they wanted something out of the ordinary—a small
remodeled barn or carriage house, or an old guest cottage,” none of which is
available in their price range. After they dismiss the “little cinder blocky places”
owned by “little local people of that sort” as well as the preposterously named
“perfectly dreadful new development called Revolutionary Hill Estates—great
hulking split levels, all in the most nauseous pastels and dreadfully expensive too”
(29), the agent ﬂatters their sense of uniqueness with comic effect, showing them
something ordinary, but one-of-a-kind:
“Oh yes,” April said as the house emerged through the spindly trunks of second
growth oak and slowly turned toward them, small and wooden, riding high on its
naked concrete foundation, its outsized central window staring like a big black
mirror. “Yes, I think it’s sort of—nice, don’t you, darling? Of course it does have
the picture window; I guess there’s no escaping that.”
“I guess not,” Frank said. “Still, I don’t suppose one picture window is necessarily going to destroy our personalities.” (29)

The reference to the picture window is telling. Critics of the suburbs were ready
to assert that the physical environment, the house itself, could have a debilitating
effect on the inhabitants—destroy their personalities. The picture window became a contested object. Builders maintained that, besides being cheap to install,
it allowed maximum access to light and to nature; critics decried its ubiquity,
its charmlessness, its negation of privacy, and its enforcement of the display of
virtually identical status objects. For its detractors, the picture window became
synonymous with the ills of suburbia itself.
The Wheelers’ hopes for their problematic little house are touching, if slightly
ominous:
The place did have possibilities. Their sofa could go here and their big table there;
their solid wall of books would take the curse off the picture window; a sparse,
skillful arrangement of furniture would counteract the prim suburban look of
the too-symmetrical living room. On the other hand, the very symmetry of the
place was undeniably appealing—the fact that all of its corners made right angles,
that each of the ﬂoorboards lay straight and true, that its doors hung in perfect
balance and closed without scraping in efﬁcient clicks. Enjoying the light heft of
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these doorknobs, they could fancy themselves at home here. Inspecting the ﬂawless
bathroom, they could sense the pleasure of steaming in its ample tub; they could
see their children running barefoot down this hallway free of mildew and splinters
and cockroaches and grit. It did have possibilities. The gathering disorder of their
lives might still be sorted out and made to ﬁt these rooms, among these trees; and
what if it did take time? Who could be frightened in as wide and bright, as clean
and quiet a house as this? (30)

But their decorating efforts fail; the place disappoints. Though the picture window is challenged and the primness is countered, the Wheelers “had failed to
replace it with any other quality” (31). With nothing to ﬁll their lives but an
unearned sense of distinction, they map their personal emptiness, masked as
superiority, onto the house and the environment.
At certain bitter moments, even the children are experienced as antagonists:
“the children’s voices ﬂuted and chirped around him, as insidiously torturing as
the gnats.” “And I didn’t even want a baby,” he thought to the rhythm of his digging (50). Frank is disturbed by a fantasy of actually doing his son harm.
At twenty-nine, the Wheelers are disturbingly immature as they encounter
the responsibility, but also the monotony and conformity, inherent in this “next
logical step” in their lives. Even while he takes up the burden of sheltering the
next generation implied in the choice of a suburban house, Frank still dreams of
heroic adventure, of sports and war and riding the rails. Theatrical triumphs, inﬁdelities, and hazy fantasies of Paris are empty clichés in the struggle to preserve
a sense of adventure in a life grown numb with repetitious tasks to which he and
April are not ready to submit. The place, a next logical step in the cycle of life, is
perceived as entrapping, when in reality the Wheelers are caught in the fantasies
of their adolescence. To recapture the spirit of the Sparrowgrasses and the Grays,
a new sense of adventure is called for.
Dreamland
During and since the 1990s, novelists have begun to chronicle the lives of a new
group of suburban dwellers—a wave of pioneers and settlers with more varied
expectations, perhaps characterized by lower expectations for the possibility of
acceptance and assimilation. “What Means Switch” by Gish Jen is a slight story
about a high school romance between a Chinese American girl and a visiting
student from Japan. But the opening is signiﬁcant for encapsulating the drive
upward and outward from the southern suburbs, laden with opportunities and
uncertainties for immigrants still in the process of adapting to the expectations
of life in America. “Switch” in the story’s title, at ﬁrst an unfamiliar term to the
young narrator, comes to mean the kind of shift required by the move to a different culture and suggests a rapid laying off and putting on of identity rather
than a gradual assimilation.
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There we are, nice Chinese family—father, mother, two born-here girls. Where
should we live next? My parents slide the question back and forth like a cup of
ginseng tea neither one wants to drink. Until ﬁnally it comes to them, what they
really want is a milk shake (chocolate) and to go with it a house in Scarsdale. What
else? The broker tries to hint: the neighborhood, she says. Moneyed. Many Delis.
Meaning rich and Jewish. But someone has sent my parents a list of the top ten
schools nation-wide (based on the opinion of selected educators and others) and
so many-deli or not we nestle into a Dutch colonial on the Bronx River Parkway.
The road’s windy where we are, very charming; drivers miss their turns, plough
up our ﬂower beds, then want to use our telephone. “Of course,” my mother tells
them, like it’s no big deal, we can replant. We’re the type to adjust.You know—the
lady drivers weep, my mother gets out the Kleenex for them. We’re a bit down the
hill from the private plane set, in other words. Only in my dreams do our jacket
zippers jam, what with all the lift tickets we have stapled to them. Killington on
top of Sugarbush on top of Stowe, and we don’t even know where the Virgin Islands are—although certain of us do know that virgins are like priests and nuns,
which there were a lot more of in Yonkers, where we just moved from, than there
are here.21

The family is riding the wave of a new prosperity; they are “on their way” to
better housing and better schools. As the narrator recognizes, adjustment is the
key. There is not an expectation that the suburb will meet every need. Fitting
in, that is, making adjustments and compromises, is essential to procuring the
desired advantages. The title and the story of mingling races and the various
reinventions that constitute the immigrant experience sound the dominant note
of the ﬁnal group of immigrant novels set in the county.
Esmeralda Santiago’s América’s Dream (1996) presents a different sort of encounter with the suburbs. América, the heroine, starts out as a hotel chambermaid in her native Viequez, an island off the coast of Puerto Rico. She lives
with her alcoholic mother and angry fourteen-year-old daughter, Rosalinda,
and is preyed upon and beaten regularly by her possessive, although married,
lover, Correa.When her daughter moves in with her father and refuses to return,
América feels free to accept the offer of the Leveretts, a vacationing family, to
come to Westchester to work as housekeeper and nanny to their children. Hoping to escape from the abusive Correa, she struggles to keep her destination and
whereabouts a secret. Eventually he locates her in Bedford, and, when it is clear
that she won’t return to him, attacks her with a kitchen knife. In the ensuing
struggle, América kills him. After she recovers from her own injuries, though
she is exonerated of any blame, she is “let go” by the family, moves to a Puerto
Rican section of the Bronx, reunites with her daughter, to whom she can now
offer some limited advantages, and commutes to work as a chambermaid at a
large New York City hotel.
The portrait of the immigrant worker in a suburban family is a nuanced

397 Westchester

one, not a horror story of exploitation. The family prides itself on its generous
and considerate treatment of América—up to a point. Santiago focuses on their
wish to impress her. Showing her the house, Mrs. Leverett watches for the new
servant’s response, as if needing conﬁrmation that the family arrangements are
indeed impressive. And América is impressed, most of all by their casual afﬂuence,
absurd abundance, and the provision for privacy—each child has a bedroom, a
bathroom, and a playroom of his or her own, paralleling the parents’ elaborate
arrangements for separate spaces. Quickly, however, América is disinclined to be
dazzled and begins, in a hard-nosed way, to see the space principally in terms of
its implications for her work; it is clear that she will be expected to clean up after
their various departures and reset the house for their next arrival from school
and work.
Her own living arrangements—she has a room over the attached garage,
sitting area, telephone, television, and locked door—are less awe inspiring, but
nonetheless adequate. She has two consecutive days off and access to the Volvo,
of which she makes ready use to visit relatives living in the Bronx. But with her
limited English, she cannot quite defend herself against the expectation that she
will work ﬁfteen-hour days as needed, with no increase in salary.
What is compelling about Santiago’s portrait of the suburb is that it represents both opportunity and exclusion from opportunity. Everywhere she looks,
América sees people of color in subordinate roles, working in restaurants, gathering in hope of employment as day laborers, watching children in playgrounds
or picking them up from play dates and karate lessons, lunching with them in
fast-food restaurants. The residents look past them or through them, as if their
presence is to be taken casually for granted or is somehow disquieting, or both.
They are permanent outsiders, as yet without communities of their own in the
towns where they work. Statues she sees in the village square, of Columbus and
an Indian looking away from each other into different distances, amuse América
and make the point. The failure of cultural fusion has a long history.
While living on Viequez, América had a dream typical of someone in conﬁned circumstances, “of someday having her own house, like the ones in the
magazines the turistas leave in the garbage cans, with carpeting and drapes, wallpaper and formal furniture. A house in which the living room’s as big as the
house she now lives in and candles are set on the dining room table in ornate
candelabra like Liberace used to put on his piano.”22 Driving around Bedford
and Mount Kisco, she only brieﬂy imagines herself inside the huge houses she
slows down in front of, houses with fenced meadows and grazing horses behind
massive gates—an existence too remote even for dreaming about.
In the last chapter, ﬁnally free of Correa, she seems to take possession of her life,
choosing what she can afford and what provides the comfort she really requires:
The apartment is small, two tiny bedrooms, a kitchen/dining/living room. It’s in
the Puerto Rican part of the Bronx, not the quiet neighborhood with the tall
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green building [her aunt has since vacated this part of the Bronx for a quieter,
somewhat more residential section—more ethnically mixed]. Paulina advised her
against living here, but América doesn’t follow her advice. She reasons that the
more peace and quiet a person seeks, the less she’s likely to get it. So she lives on
the Grand Concourse, above a bodega, close to the subway that takes her into
Manhattan ﬁve days a week. (320)

In her own life, América is reconstituting the suburban migration, beginning her
cycle where the Grays (Out of Town) began 150 years before, when the Bronx
was borderland and commuting to New York City by train ﬁrst became possible.
Her daughter, who occupies one of the tiny bedrooms, is ﬁnally experiencing
some success in school. To be sure, nature is in short supply, but control, autonomy—she can prepare the breakfast she wants exactly as she likes it—are now
hers. “It is after all, her life, and she’s the one in the middle of it” (325). Further
migration may come in time.
Chang-rae Lee’s three novels to date all contain “suburban” observations—of
the immigrant’s propulsive need to move out of the city to a place of order and
control. All the novels’ protagonists are from immigrant families and all have
overlapping characteristics, even though one is Korean American, one Korean/
Japanese American, and one Italian American. All of them bear the scars of past
horrors.
Native Speaker (1995), Lee’s earliest novel, is sometimes referred to as a spy
novel, because Henry Park, the self-deprecating hero, is employed as a covert
investigator at an agency that gathers data about non-American subjects for unnamed, presumably government, clients. Park’s work for this disreputable agency
represents his own position in American society, as a second-generation Korean
American turned against himself, who is observing and detailing the culture
around him but is unable to commit to it, either as an immigrant or as an American. At the beginning of the novel Park’s wife, Lelia, has left him to grieve on
her own for the death of their son. Her parting shot is a bitter written indictment of his shortcomings, which revolve around his unexpressed grief for the
loss. As the novel progresses, this failure widens to include his relationship with
his father and the nameless woman his father brought from Korea to be their
housekeeper after his mother’s death when he was ten. The novel moves back
and forth between Park’s memories of his own boyhood and adolescence, the
early years of his marriage to Lelia, his memories of his son Mitt, and his present
efforts to reconnect with his wife.
Much of the plot centers around Park’s assignment to gather data about a
charismatic Korean American city councilman, John Kwang, a local spokesman
for and forger of a coalition among the multiethnic immigrants and minorities in his Queens district. Kwang is eventually brought down by scandal. Park
becomes an unwilling participant in the betrayal of the coalition, by providing
the list of those who supported Kwang’s campaign. The novel ends with Park
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resigning from the agency and ﬁnding a kind of regeneration in the language
instruction of children, his wife’s work.
The Kwang section of the novel is rooted in the Queens neighborhood that
Henry Park’s father ﬂed as soon as he was ﬁnancially able, ﬁrst to a split-level
and then a ﬁne house in Ardsley, New York. It is clear that both Kwang and his
father, who died before the novel opens but who is very present to Park in his
self-questioning, represent the problems of identity that remain mufﬂed and unresolved in Park’s thirty-something life. His father’s compromise with American
opportunity was, Henry comes to believe—or half believe, for nothing is quite
clear in his mind—a kind of practical heroism. Park imagines his mother comparing the councilman and his father:
She would have called John Kwang a fool long before any scandal arose. She would
never have understood why he needed more than the money he made selling drycleaning equipment. He had a good wife and strong boys. What did he want from
this country? Didn’t he know he could only get so far with his face so different
and broad? He should have had ambition for only his little family. In turn, she’d
probably hold up my father as the best example of our people: how he was able to
discard his excellent Korean education and training, which were once his greatest
pride, the very markings by which he had known himself, before he was able to
set straight his mind and make a life for his family. This, she reminded me almost
nightly, was his true courage and sacriﬁce.
And when I consider him, I see how my father had to retool his life to the
ambitions his meager knowledge of the language and culture would allow, invent
again the man he wanted to be. He came to know that the sky was never the limit,
that the true height for him was more like a handful of vegetable stores that would
eventually run themselves, making him enough money that he could live in a majestic white house in Westchester and call himself a rich man.23

With these scaled-down expectations, Park’s family moved to Ardsley when
he was a young boy. Henry remembers the isolation his parents experienced in
that environment, a silence based on their pride and difﬁdence; his father never
mingled with the community except to watch Henry’s basketball games from a
remote sideline; his mother would rather ruin a cake than ask a neighbor for an
egg.The root of their separateness was their cultural and linguistic isolation. Park
himself, even as he began to assimilate into his school situation, was blocked by
his father’s vision of limits.
When he invited a white girl to the eighth-grade dance, his father scoffed at
the idea that she could actually like him: “You think she like your funny face?
Funny eyes? You think she dream you at night?” (73) Against Henry’s protests, his
father was dismissive: “This American girl, she nobody for you. She don’t know
nothing about you. You Korean man. So so different. Also, she know we live in
expensive area. . . .You just free dance ticket” (74).
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Yet the suburbs represented to Henry’s father tangible proof of his success
in America. When the elder Park announced that they would be moving from
their more modest Ardsley house to a “nice neighborhood, over near Fern
Pond, big house and yard,” Henry protested, “all the rich kids live there.” His
father assured him, enjoying the joke of it, “You rich kid now, your daddy rich
rich man. Big house big tree, now even we get houselady. Nice big yard for
you. I pay all cash. . . . Price very low for big house. Fix-her-upper. You thank
me someday” (64). The signiﬁcance of the house stands apart from the possibility, perhaps even desirability, of assimilation. It is in itself a sufﬁcient marker of
achievement.
But Henry wonders, with some bitterness, if his father might not have wished,
at times, for a return to the familiar, culturally comfortable life in Queens, before
he made all his money—to the one-bedroom apartment and the single grocery
store:
He worked hard then and had worries but he had a joy then, one that he never
seemed to regain once the money started coming in. He might turn on the radio
and dance cheek to cheek with my mother. He worked on his car himself, a used
green Impala with carburetor trouble. They had lots of Korean friends that they
met at church and then even in the street, and when they talked in public there was
a shared sense of how lucky they were, to be in America but still have countrymen
near. (52)

What his father has chosen instead is the privacy, the status, and the isolation of a
big house in an alien suburb, where he can cultivate his garden in peace. In some
sense his is a typically American pioneer spirit, a go-it-alone brand of individualism. Community is a luxury he must forego.
When Henry and Lelia marry, they also take to the suburbs in a completely
traditional quest for a freer, safer life for their son Mitt. In what might be an
updated page from The Sparrowgrass Papers, Henry responds to his father’s annual
invitation to spend the summer with him in Ardsley:
The city, of course, seemed too dangerous. Especially during the summer, the
streets so dog mad with heat, untempered, literally steaming with possibilities, none
of them good. People got meaner, stuck beneath all that hard light and stone. They
worked through it by talking, speaking, shouting, and screaming, in every language
on earth. And the cursing in New York City, summer is the season of bad language.
It shouts at you from propped-up windows, it hangs on gold chains out of cars, it
lingers at phone booths, peep booths, in every standing line for movies and museums and methadone.
And then there were the heat waves, the crime waves. The clouds of soot and
dust. In the evening it all descended unseen, an invisible ash of distant ﬁres, soiling
us everywhere.
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So escape. Rent a car, pack it up, drive right into the heart of dreamland. Here
it went by names like Bronxville, Scarsdale, Chappaqua, Ardsley. The local all-stars.
We wanted our boy to know a softer, cooler ground. . . . And there would be
Mitt, the child of ceaseless movement, leafy stick in hand, poking beneath the
shady skirts of the trees for the smallest signs of life. (101)

But the paradise is not untroubled. Four-year-old Mitt brings home the teasing
he receives from the neighborhood children in Ardsley—“chink,” “jap,” “gook,”
“‘Charlie Chan, face ﬂat as a pan,’” and once they see Lelia and understand that
Mitt is of mixed race, “Mongrel, half-breed, banana, twinkie” (103). Henry and
his father walk the neighborhood, talking to parents, surer of themselves than
a generation ago—Henry calm and severe, “explaining the situation as one of
gravity but not crisis,” his father exploding on behalf of his much-loved grandson as he never could in defense of his son. Yet Henry senses a misstep as the
embarrassed parents rebuke their children; he reﬂects, with ominous presence,
that “a child does not forgive or forget—he works it out” (104).
Three summers later, at age seven, Mitt seems to have worked things out with
his little suburban friends, to be “thick with them all.” But at his own backyard
birthday party, he is crushed to death by a “stupid dog pile” as one youngster
calls it, telling Henry that they didn’t mean to stay on top of Mitt for so long.
After this incident, thick with hostility and affection—and in some ways the
unspeakable core of Native Speaker—there is horror at the “heart of dreamland,”
a horror from which the novel and its characters cannot recover. Henry prowls
the grounds of the house where his son died and listens to tapes of his voice. But
though they fumble with the idea of taking possession of the Ardsley house after
the elder Park’s death, Lelia and Henry know they will not return.
Lee’s second novel, A Gesture Life (1999), continues and expands the exploration of the suburbs as a source of both order and alienation for the Japanese/
Korean immigrant. In the 1960s, Franklin Hata, or Doc Hata as he becomes
known, opened a store in upscale Bedley Run, a ﬁctional Westchester town,
ﬁfty minutes north of the city. He enjoys acceptance and ﬁnancial success with
Sunny Surgical Supplies, as his business is called.
He is eventually able to buy an exceptionally ﬁne Tudor-style residence, a
quintessential suburban prize, a “large house, with its impressive ﬂower and herb
gardens, and ﬂagstone swimming pool, and leaded glass and wrought-iron conservatory.”24 The house is a kind of presence in the novel, carefully tended and
at one point almost deliberately violated by Hata, and eagerly eyed by a real
estate-dealing friend of his. It is the essence of his suburban life. Swimming his
daily laps, he likens himself to the classic suburban swimmer, Neddy Merrill, although without any reference to the ironies of Merrill’s situation. Much of this
is recounted in ﬂashback. As the novel begins, Hata is making plans to sell the
store but has a mild heart attack as he is settling into retirement.
A bachelor, he had adopted a six-year-old Korean girl, expecting to give
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her the advantages of his prosperity and carefully cultivated prestige within the
town. An unreliable narrator, Hata troubles the reader; right from the beginning,
his parenting gestures are ﬂawed and recognized as such by the small child. Hata
sees that she is of mixed race, the product of “a night’s wanton encounter between a GI and a local bar girl”:
I had assumed the child and I would have a ready, natural afﬁnity, and that my colleagues and associates and neighbors, though knowing her to be adopted, would
have little trouble quickly accepting our being of a single kind and blood. But
when I saw her for the ﬁrst time I realized there could be no such conceit for us,
no easy persuasion. Her hair, her skin were there to see, self-evident, and it was
obvious how some other color (or colors) ran deep within her. And perhaps it was
right from that moment, the very start, that the young girl sensed my hesitance, the
blighted hope in my eyes. (204)

Nothing else that Hata is or suffers in the novel redeems this moment in the reader’s eyes. His reaction is a mirror of the town’s own suspicion and fastidiousness.
Hopes are blighted on both sides. Gradually the adopted daughter Sunny’s
resistance emerges, and, at seventeen, she rejects his way of life, returning to Bedley Run for his assistance only when she is pregnant by her African American
boyfriend. At Hata’s insistence, a risky late-term abortion is performed. Years
later Hata eventually tracks Sunny down in Ebbington, “a working-class suburb
of drab, unadorned houses and small motel-style apartment complexes” (65)
adjacent to afﬂuent Bedley Run, where she lives and works in a shop at a local
mall. Sunny now has a seven-year-old Asian/African American son, whom Hata
attempts to befriend.
Late in the novel it is disclosed that Hata’s emotional inadequacy is related to
an incident in his distant past, during World War II, involving a pregnant Korean
comfort woman whom Hata, then a medic in the Japanese army, loved, but was
unable to save from an unspeakably savage death at the hands of soldiers. Hata’s
insistence on adopting a girl seems compensatory and bound up with his failure
to act as a young man. His determination about Sunny’s abortion is also linked
to this failure and to his racism and desire to maintain a ﬂawless surface.
Two issues in this complex narrative are important in a suburban discourse:
the place of Doc Hata in his adopted community of Bedley Run and the pairing
of this community with Ebbington, its downscale suburban neighbor. Ebbington
is always building and disintegrating: the mall where Sunny works at Lerners is a
typical boom-and-bust venue, with none of the preciousness of the quaint business district in Bedley Run. This is precisely why Sunny chooses to live there
with her young, racially mixed son; inconspicuousness is a form of acceptance.
Bedley Run, though it changed its name in the 1970s from the less elegantsounding Bedleyville, thinks of itself as permanent, unchanging. Outsiders must
adapt if they aspire to live there. The town is willing to overlook even racial
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differences as long as newcomers understand that. Hata is a perfect specimen for
the process of adaptation. He is a revered ﬁgure in the community. As another
character, a real estate salesperson and friend, says, “Doc Hata is Bedley Run.”
The secret, she tells another minority person, is to submit to the town. “Doc
Hata has it right.You come to a place like this, Renny, you don’t make it yours
with money or change it by the virtuous color of your skin or do anything but
welcomingly submit and you’re happy to do so” (136). This place, she asserts, is
forever; it will always be the same.
Throughout, Doc Hata has been good at reading the extent to which he can
gain acceptance. He understands the game, is in fact good at it.There were some
mild racial incidents when he ﬁrst arrived, right after the war. But he has played
his role with an eerie combination of shrewdness and passivity. Speaking of his
relationship with a neighbor, he offers insight into the rules of socializing in the
two- to three-acre subdivision:
In towns like Bedley Run, and particularly on streets like ours, being neighbors
means sharing the most limited kinds of intimacies, such as sewer lines and property boundaries and annual property tax valuations. Anything that falls into a more
personal realm is only tentatively welcomed. . . . From the time I moved here, I was
very fortunate to understand the nature of these relations. Even when I received
welcome cards and sweet baskets from my immediate neighbors, I judged the exact
scale of what an appropriate response should be, that to reply with anything but the
quiet simplicity of a gracious note would be to ruin the delicate and fragile balance
. . . and I know that this helped me gain quick acceptance from my Mountview
neighbors, especially given my being a foreigner and a Japanese. And as I’ve already
intimated, they all seemed particularly surprised and pleased that I hadn’t run over
to their houses with wrapped presents and invitations and hopeful, clinging embraces; in fact, I must have given them the reassuring thought of how safe they
actually were, that an interloper might immediately recognize and heed the rules
of their houses. (43–44)

Finally, Doc Hata pays a high price for his compliance with these unspoken
rules. He must face how brittle and inauthentic his life has been. He has found
in this seemingly mild suburb a perfect collusion with his own quest for order
and control, with his deep, though concealed, rejection of Sunny and the threat
to his perfect plans that she represented—his gesture life. In the end, he judges
his life, like his house, to be a “forgery,” and he tries to make elaborate amends to
Sunny and her son by divesting himself and endowing them, while he chooses
the sadhu-like existence of a wanderer, seeking neither comfort nor forgiveness.
His departure from Bedley Run is not so much a rejection of life in suburbia as
a repudiation of what he created there.
By contrast, Chang-rae Lee’s most recent novel is a virtual celebration of suburban life in its unmanageable diversity, not so much for what it provides as for
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Aloft, by Chang-rae Lee.
“Cover; paperback edition” by Honi Werner, © 2004 by Honi Werner. Used by permission of Riverhead Books, an
imprint of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

what it permits. In reviewing Aloft (2004), The New York Times applauded the fact
that the suburban novel had ﬁnally met the immigrant novel.25 Several interesting
departures from Lee’s previous books are apparent.The setting is not Westchester
but Long Island, and the novel moves deliberately over the whole spectrum of
evolving suburban life. As in A Gesture Life, Lee does not invoke the city at all,
envisioning suburban existence as freestanding, independent, though in constant
motion within its own interconnected precincts of towns and unafﬁliated housing developments via “the great and awful Long Island Expressway.”
Another departure from his previous novels is Lee’s choice of narrator. Jerry
Battle (shortened from Battaglia) is a sixty-year-old second-generation Italian
American who has recently retired as head of Battle Bros., a construction company founder by his father, now miserable in a nursing home. Jerry is a widower
who works part time at a travel agency and ﬂies solo from a local airﬁeld in
a small plane he has acquired. Both of these are images of imminent, though
deferred, escape, and there’s lots to escape from. Jerry’s Korean American wife
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drowned in their swimming pool when his son and daughter were still children,
and the three are still numb with unspoken grief. His Latin American ex-girlfriend, Rita, has dumped him after many years. His son, married with two small
children and the present owner of the family business, has turned it into an upscale version of itself, in response to his wife’s ambitions and the building craze
going on throughout the island; the company is now on the verge of bankruptcy.
Jerry’s daughter, Theresa, is pregnant, diagnosed with non-Hodgkins lymphoma,
and under pressure from everyone to terminate the pregnancy and begin intensive treatment. The survivors of this complex and quietly comic family saga
eventually seek shelter under one roof—Jerry’s. His house, the novel’s central
residence, is a 1970s-style ranch house in a subdivision that is only now, after a
quarter century, beginning to feel like a neighborhood, the trees along the street
starting to form a canopy.
The novel presents a wonderful panoply of suburban styles, ranging from the
brick shoe box in Queens where Jerry grew up to the absurd miniature replica
of the Guggenheim Museum built by his next-door neighbors. In view of this
interconnected variety in houses and lives, Jerry realizes that he must reenvision
himself as a multicultural being, hold the painful strands together—this is the
plot of the novel.
The story opens with the view from aloft; from his nifty little Skyhawk, Jerry
experiences the suburban landscape of eastern Long Island, with its mobility
temporarily tamed and harmonized, as a tapestry of American life:
The town directly ahead, which is nothing special when you’re on foot, looks
pretty magniﬁcent now, the late-summer sun casting upon the macadam of the
streets a soft, ebonized sheen, its orangey light reﬂected back at me, matching my
direction and speed in the windows and bumpers of the parked cars and swimming
pools of the simple, square houses set snugly in rows.There is a mysterious, runelike
cipher to the newer, larger homes wagoning in their cul-de-sac hoops, and then,
too, in the ﬂat roofs of the shopping mall buildings, with their shiny metal circuitry
of HVAC housings and tubes.
From up here, all the trees seem ideally formed and arranged, as if fretted over
by a persnickety ﬂorist god, even the ones (no doubt volunteers) clumped along
the fencing of the big scrap metal lot, their spindly leggy uprush not just a pleasing
garnish to the variegated piles of old hubcaps and washing machines.26

This view from aloft, an illusion of order, mirrors Jerry’s emotional aloofness;
it seems a corollary of the “oft documented lazy-heartedness” that fostered a rift
between him and his daughter, drove Rita out of his life, and is mysteriously but
not explicitly implicated in his wife Daisy’s probable suicide in their backyard
pool. The pool was ﬁlled in immediately after her death and grass planted over
it, an incompletely healed wound covered over too quickly, the grave of unexamined guilt and grief.
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Very neatly, at the end of the novel, virtually everyone—from Jerry’s father,
newly escaped from the nursing home, to Theresa’s premature baby, which survives her death—returns to the now expanding ranch house.To accommodate a
new generation of grandchildren, the pool is re-excavated, like an archaeological
dig containing the remnants of their buried life and blocked emotions. In the
last moments of the novel, Jerry has climbed down into the excavation, which,
he thinks, feels like a grave and smells of the earth but not at all of extinction, to
look up at the sky. He defers, but only for a moment, the call to lunch—to life.
Lee’s most recent novel is full of the paraphernalia of suburban life, the cars,
the expressway, the power mowers, the dwellings ugly and pretentious, the decks
and pools, the ubiquitous signs of renovation and expansion, the fast food and its
detritus, the malls and nursing homes, the general aesthetic messiness that critics
of suburbia have long decried. Far from leading to homogeneity and conformity,
these landscapes of second- and third-generation immigrants, of pioneer and
settler, as Jerry sees his father and himself, become the scenes—not pretty but
serviceable—of reconciliation, revived possibility, a “cultural march” that is not
linear but allows for doubling back, remodeling, reinvention of the spirit.
What about Westchester? Lee goes rather deliberately to Long Island to celebrate suburban diversity and to afﬁrm its possibility; his Westchester landscapes
are, by comparison, rigid and unwelcoming. For novelists as recent as Benjamin
Cheever, Esmeralda Santiago, and Chang-rae Lee, the essential Westchester parable is still one of lowered expectations for acceptance and assimilation on the
part of immigrants, who are still the “stranger at the gates.” Cheever’s African
American nanny and Henry Park’s son Mitt are admitted, but they enter at their
peril. Santiago’s América, a member of the service class, can be imported and
deported (to the Bronx) at the pleasure of her employer. The fable of resistance
and exclusion persists. Yet the demographics of the county suggest a much less
monochromatic picture of both individuals and groups. Serious chroniclers are
needed to explore the changing reality.
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12.

Images of Suburban Life
in American Films

Stanley J. Solomon

Although there is no widely recognized American genre emphasizing suburban
ﬁlms, most ﬁlm viewers would readily acknowledge the foundation of a nascent
category from the immediate appearance of familiar visual signs designating
middle- or upper-class homes and a pervading tone that—at least at the beginning of these ﬁlms—features quiet, security, and comfort.1 Very commonly, such
establishing shots and opening dialogue introduce a ﬁlm that will continually
undermine its initial signals, revealing a countering truth to the implicit ideals
imaged in the setting. Disturbing the calm, indeed, is typically the driving energy
of the ﬁlm, for after all, drama cannot normally be found in the problem-free,
happy families of upwardly advancing business commuters, academically successful students, and spouses dedicated to community improvements. Images of
wealth and success, of course, permeate these ﬁlms, but as backgrounds and as
set-ups for disclosures. In fact, the suburban ﬁlm is usually premised on destabilizing the tenets of the good suburban life, by either an intrusive physical entity
or an internal psychological malaise that disrupts one or many households.
Further generalizations can be made about ﬁlm depictions of American suburban life. Since its visual world represents psychological peace, yet hints that
order and tranquility will give way to disorder and turmoil, it might seem that
the typical process of portraying cinematic suburban life is to introduce a pattern of more or less continuous disillusionment about some assumed ideal. That
ideal is itself based on unspoken premises that remain in place throughout the
ﬁlm, such as afﬂuence and luxury, worldly achievement, physical attractiveness,
healthy children, and good neighbors, but are nevertheless shown to be insufﬁcient in promoting the truly satisfying life. It is of course quite easy to challenge
any of these suburban hypotheses, particularly in ﬁlms that treat them as comic
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or satiric material, but nevertheless, the circumstances are not attacked as much
as those community residents who fail to uphold suburban proprieties or newcomers who are not committed to them or scorn their importance.
In their delineation of suburbs, American ﬁlms convey general community
acceptance of shared values: not surprisingly, people who have paid to escape
hostile environments linked to urban life agree to an unspoken code of cultivating lawns as well as maintaining good schools, parking in driveways rather than
on streets, subscribing to newspapers, conforming to an atmosphere that fosters
privacy, and adapting a public veneer of complacency. Some level of education
characterizes the typical suburban family, and overt antisocial behavior is universally frowned upon (though certainly such behavior may eventually become
the basis of the ﬁlm). Another deﬁning element of such ﬁlms is that the setting is
located within commuting distance of an urban center but does not emphasize
the city itself. In fact, commuting imagery (if only a train or a car) is commonly
used to signify distance or isolation from rather than convenience of or closeness
to the metropolitan center; the landscape of the suburb appears unreservedly superior to the cityscape regardless of distance. In any case, the imagery functions
mainly to distinguish certain idealized values implanted in stereotyped descriptions from similarly stereotyped images of the urban community.
Obviously, suburban ﬁlms cannot be analyzed in terms of visual similarities
alone because the typical small town environment and the suburb may be virtually indistinguishable physically, though always different in their implications.
Essentially, the rural town promotes values, attitudes, and personalities that, in
ﬁlms at least, are not germane to the suburban stories covered in this essay. The
rural town appeared earlier in American cinema, most notably in several ﬁlms of
D. W. Grifﬁth (made right out of his famous Westchester suburban studio), and
still serves as the thematic milieu of many major ﬁlms. When the setting of the
suburbs suggests proximity to a sizable city (frequently unnamed), it provides
thematic connections of work, culture, entertainment, shopping, or a contrast in
lifestyles deliberately undertaken by inhabitants who have moved from the city,
though perhaps maintaining other connecting ties.When the suburb is somewhat
far from the city, when it might become identical to the small town geographically (as a town in eastern Connecticut might, if situated beyond the commuter
train), it might reasonably still be regarded as a suburban location for my purposes since the deﬁning characterization in all cases focuses on themes deriving from the implications of suburban spaces. Furthermore, some ﬁlms that are
located clearly within a suburban area—particularly the mall or the high school
(e.g., Amy Heckerling’s Fast Times at Ridgemont High [1982]; John Hughes’s The
Breakfast Club [1985]; Kevin Smith’s Mallrats [1995])—are not considered here
because they immediately attach themselves to the category of teenage ﬁlms, or
their characteristics are intended to apply to the speciﬁc place rather than to the
concepts of suburbia in general.
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The Peaceable Kingdom
We do sometimes recognize location as a clue to a general category of ﬁlm
(as with western landscapes and extraterrestrial areas), thus evoking certain expectations in an audience, but suburban story lines exploit their locations in
signiﬁcantly diverse enough ways to make genre expectations suspect. Merely
knowing we are looking at a suburban locality is basic information, not by itself genre deﬁning. The peacefulness described by the camera—which to many
might signal the typical suburban ﬁlm opening—may in fact be suggestive of
other settings used in unrelated types of ﬁlm (e.g., some westerns). Although we
might assume the peacefulness of the location is a set-up for some nonpeaceful interruption, that hardly begins to suggest the kind of interruption: the fact
that a deliberately calm view may be a preparation for a future disruption may
be obvious—as in Tobe Hooper’s Poltergeist (1982), in which horriﬁc events are
promised (we know from massive advertising and the title that we are watching a
horror ﬁlm) or at the train station of New Rochelle in H. C. Potter’s The Story of
Vernon and Irene Castle (1939), in which we look forward to Fred Astaire dancing
(we know we are watching a musical). Readily labeled genre ﬁlms may certainly
also be suburban ﬁlms.
Poltergiest, 1982, MGM.
Image courtesy of Photofest.
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In other words, peacefulness as introduced in suburban visuals suggests a
transitional state, indicating that the peace is to be destroyed or suspended, independent of genre associations. In Poltergeist, the only evidence put forth is that
the peaceful suburbs will be the unlikely site of horror.Yet since almost everyone
who bought a ticket to this ﬁlm was aware of what would occur, the audience
willingly complies with the ﬁlmmaker’s manipulation of tone as perhaps a welcomed deception. The connection between the external calm and the interior
horror is the implicit disruption of nature by the construction of the house
itself—on the site of a former graveyard, from which the stones have been relocated but the bodies just ignored and left under the foundations. Apparently, the
ensuing “poltergeistic” rage, which destroys the house, is some form of revenge
or establishment of justice for the infractions of the developer, whose best salesman lives in this house of horrors. The haunted house as well as the house with
the poltergeist (carefully distinguished by the “experts” who appear within this
ﬁlm) are scenes of modern versions of retribution: the occupants are made to
suffer for some wrong committed by others at this location before the present
time. Earlier, Stuart Rosenberg’s The Amityville Horror (1979), which by itself
created a subgenre of the horror ﬁlm (i.e., Amityville II, Amityville 3-D, Amityville
4, The Amityville Curse, and Amityville, 1992) had presented the same material.
And later, Poltergeist 2 and Poltergeist 3 added to the mayhem of supernatural
creatures who just do not like suburban peacefulness.
Not surprisingly, suburban nonhorror ﬁlms rely equally on the physical placidity of environment to forward their own purposes. Anyone familiar with the
musical genre who bought a ticket to The Story of Vernon and Irene Castle would
not have been surprised that the mundane train station was the site of improvised
dancing in suburbia—which here is symbolic of the pleasant, unsophisticated
world Vernon Castle will abandon for the ballroom atmosphere in huge urban
centers. There is nothing speciﬁc to be told to us about New Rochelle—the
station is just a generic train stop on the commuter line—but it typically serves
as an alternative place or an alternative lifestyle. Usually, the visual information is
favorable to the setting, though seldom as a prelude to an exploration of suburban life; in other words, it is more a symbol than a source. Even a noir ﬁlm like
Billy Wilder’s classic Double Indemnity (1944) can exploit the visual implications
of suburban peacefulness without comment on the location; the house does not
look like an environment that can generate a murderous conspiracy, but that is
the point. Typically, the suburbs just announce themselves—often in tracking
distance shots—along with their symbolic values and straight away fulﬁll their
intentions.
While these purposes vary considerably from, say, tone to characterization,
the dramatic premise is similar: the setting calls for disturbances that show how
misleading surfaces can be. After all, the suburbs can house—magniﬁcently—all
types of misﬁts, not only the psychopathic but the depressive, the deceptive, the
disillusioned, even the criminal. The nature of many horror ﬁlms regardless of
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setting is that turbulence readily lurks beneath the surface of well-to-do families
seemingly living beyond the reach of tempestuous urban relationships.
If not for the lurking underside, patterns of suburban life on ﬁlm could be
made dramatic in very few ways. One way is for essentially ordinary people to
create accidental chaos through stupidity or ineptitude, as Laurel and Hardy do
in several of their ﬁlms (e.g., Perfect Day [1929]; Hog Wild [1930]), though it is
never quite clear how such unlucky misﬁts ever got into suburbia in the ﬁrst
place. But they do damage, physical damage, to their neighbors’ property, though
the worst damage is sometimes consigned to themselves (The Music Box [1932]).
It is obvious to everyone but the principals involved that when Stan and Ollie
destroy a neighbor’s house while he destroys their car, an unequal exchange of
values has occurred (Big Business [1929]), and the proprieties of place have been
turned upside down.
Nevertheless, in the 1930s and ’40s, the suburban areas—often then close
to the outskirts of the city—could imaginably supply a refuge of peaceful existence that by the mid-1960s virtually disappears as a ﬁlm motif, as the suburbs
move farther from the urban center.Vincente Minnelli’s famous depiction of the
Kensington Avenue suburb of St. Louis in Meet Me in St. Louis (1944) remains an
archetype of a past era of idyllic American life; the decision to move away—to
New York—presents a crisis within a family resolved totally in favor of remaining in St. Louis. The opposite narrative, as in Daniel Petrie’s A Raisin in the Sun
(1961), moving into a suburb from Chicago, also resolves itself in favor of the
suburb. Minnelli’s ﬁlm is encased in an arty framework with each segment originating in an album of American memories of a historic era at the beginning of
the twentieth century. Indeed, the choice between city life and suburban life usually revolves around family considerations—which up to the 1960s win out over
careers or other personal ambitions (cf. Nunnally Johnson’s The Man in the Gray
Flannel Suit [1956] and Charles Walters’s Please Don’t Eat the Daisies [1960]).
Idyllic Premises
Almost all suburban ﬁlms ultimately proceed to develop antisuburban generalizations, but prior to reversing the premise of the good life, a few also explore
the nature of the idealized suburban dream before puncturing the balloon. No
doubt the same expectations still govern the modern audience response to the
narrative, though the negative implications are delayed for a few minutes longer
in older ﬁlms. Too good to be true, as we assume while watching it develop, is
the suburban fantasy sequence in Chaplin’s last silent ﬁlm, Modern Times (1936),
which establishes—in the way of a send-up—the ideal of an oasis in a cruel
world dominated by misfortunes of urban life that cannot be screened out.
In Modern Times, Chaplin describes Great Depression-era America mainly
through the scarcity of jobs and the plight of displaced workers, which he contrasts with the temporary sanctuary of the tramp and his girlfriend—a broken-
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down, abandoned cabin across the river from the city, found at the height of
their impoverishment. The tramp’s mind immediately transforms the shack into
a neat cottage, idealized as a home for the two of them through a leap of shared
imagination, enabling them to revamp a wreck into a suburban home while
they await the end of the strike and the reopening of the factory that employs
him. Pretty much a brave man surviving in an unfriendly universe, the tramp is
happy in his relationship and constructive in reclaiming the cabin, which on the
surface is made clean, safe, pretty, and sufﬁcient for the couple. The occasional
falling beam keeps audiences aware that their idyllic life is doomed, though no
immediate threat is suggested. The ﬁlm has shown the possibility of the poor
escaping brieﬂy from the urban life of hardship, while demonstrating the inevitable long-term failure of that escape.
From what we assume about movies and their presentation of the seemingly
idyllic, a title such as Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House (H. C. Potter, 1948) is
enough to suggest the latent disaster in the hypothesis of even the possibility of
an ideal house: for Cary Grant or Charlie Chaplin, it will lead to trouble perhaps
just because it is an act of arrogance to believe that one’s dreams can be realized
quickly not only in spirit but also in substance. Within its cinematic tradition,
American idealism includes a core motif of skepticism; idealists do not have an
easy time.
For instance, in Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House, Jim Blandings must
tear down the apparent dream house he buys at a highly inﬂated price when
it turns out to be impossible for his family to live there safely; the structure is
unsound, the symbol thereby proven illusionary. But the even more expensive
house he builds to replace it ($18,000 in the 1940s was far above the cost of an
average house in America) is in the end a realized dream house, as his highly
skeptical lawyer friend ﬁnally admits. The tag ending scene is a representation of
the restored suburban ideal, informing the audience deﬁnitively that whatever
troubles occurred while constructing the house, the glory of suburban life will
prevail for those with the courage, stamina, or drive to see it through. If Modern
Times depicts the foreseeable disruption of the suburban dream, Mr. Blandings
Builds His Dream House carries the archetypal story a step further by depicting
the perseverance that might yet achieve it.
In any case, the model suburban life—as ﬁltered through Hollywood—is not
to be achieved by the fainthearted or those easily discouraged by bad luck. The
hindrances obstructing the suburban idyll are not immediately obvious—as seen
from the early view of the house in long shot as traditionally attractive, afﬁrming middle-class values. At ﬁrst, Jim Blandings lacks sufﬁcient awareness to be
prepared for the decisions he will need to make, including the evaluation of his
initial purchase (here he functions as an almost stereotypical city man deceived
by rural folks—the counterpart to the city slicker who fools the country people,
a silent ﬁlm stereotype). The point is, however, that he can learn and he can
retrieve his dream after a period of suffering and despair that humanizes him and
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makes him comprehend the true worth of the suburban ideal. We are meant to
feel that the suburban home requires more than mortgage approval; it must be
earned through commitment involving some hardship or soul-searching.
Extending the view of the good life, portrayals of wealthy suburban homes
that are both a refuge for some inhabitants and a prison for others are nowhere
more subtly delineated than in James Ivory’s Mr. and Mrs. Bridge (1990). Reigning
over his castle located in a 1930s Kansas City suburb, the wealthy and successful
Walter Bridge establishes a very traditional household that exists to uphold his
conservative worldview, which essentially means that everything within his domain reinforces his self-satisfaction and sense of superiority. (He is, in effect, only
a slightly more rigid counterpart of the father in Meet Me in St. Louis, certainly
a further indication that family hierarchies are doomed in the suburbs, whereas
the theme is much less clear in equivalent period pieces that take place in the
city—like, say, Martin Scorsese’s The Age of Innocence [1993].) Yet Mr. Bridge is
no stereotype of insensitivity toward his children and especially his wife India.
He wants to be loved and to be seen as generous but does not comprehend why
his family will not be happy by totally accepting his opinions and his leadership.Yet he can learn. India, bored with no identity other than wife and mother,
lives through her best friend’s suicide, learns from it, and creates an identity for
herself. Walter becomes a better husband for having to contend with her new
spirit. The environment may be said to foster reﬂection in family relationships,
if only because conﬂicts develop over time—diffusing the typical immediacy
of equivalent confrontations when they occur in other locations. Although it is
fair to generalize about idyllic settings—that they are usually just readying the
groundwork for reversals of tone or theme—it is certainly true that at times the
suburban dream works.
Thus, although some major ﬁlms accept the core idyllic notions of place
without eventually undermining them, they usually accomplish this by separating the location from the story line; in other words, the setting serves mainly
as a matter of convenience suggesting economic class and ordinary household
problems (as did the settings of most TV series situated in the suburbs of the
1950s) rather than offering a critique of the social class inhabiting the place.This
category includes Vincente Minnelli’s classic Father of the Bride (1950) and its
sequel, Father’s Little Dividend (1951), and the remake by Charles Shyer, Father of
the Bride (1991) and its sequel, Father of the Bride, Part II (1995).
Neighborly Antagonisms
While the suburban exterior postulates a community at peace, ﬁlms sometimes
use that notion to demonstrate antisocial passions seething under the surface.
The contrast of the placid environment and its disrupting interventions, occasionally the result of raw human nature, has been a movie mainstay at least since
the two-reelers of D. W. Grifﬁth. We might expect that, human nature being the
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same in city and suburb and country, the frequent link of psychological conditions to photographed locations would emphasize crowded areas and tall impersonal buildings as providing more opportunity for internal upheaval than open
spaces; nevertheless, people can be driven to abandon the normal suburban creed
of neighborliness and considerateness when overcome by depression or violent
urges impinging on the overall sense of unity associated with the location. The
results may be tragic or comic.
In Sam Mendes’s American Beauty (1999), not much is made directly of the
setting of middle-class comfort, aside from a mother coaching her daughter as
to how grateful she should be for what she has, referring only to material possessions, for every featured role in this ﬁlm is just another variation on human
misery. But the good material life of the suburbs is reﬂected in the impressive
interiors of every scene, in the ease of getting around, and in the quiet of the
neighborhoods.The civilizing masks worn in this community are meant to keep
secret the frustrations that all the characters reveal while interacting as next-door
neighbors. The central family consists of a teenage daughter overtly disrespectful of her parents, and perhaps hating them; a father totally given over to sexual
fantasies about his daughter’s girlfriend (the friend herself constantly creating
sexual fantasies to tell the daughter); and a mother despising her husband, and
eventually pursuing an affair with a man whose own marriage is ending. Next
door lives an equally dysfunctional family, the son of which ends up pretending
to be a homosexual prostitute to his ex-marine colonel father in order to hide
the truth of dealing in marijuana (or possibly he lies to hurt his father with even
more pain than the truth would cause). The formula of repression/depression
lurking beneath serene exteriors, as symbolized by the community’s appearance
at the beginning of the ﬁlm, has numerous variations, but they replicate the basic
understanding of suburban ﬁlms: life is always ﬁlled with problems, sometimes
life threatening (the hatreds generated in American Beauty lead to a murder), that
are resolvable only after the disruptive forces destroy forever the counterfeit
tranquility of the setting.
That peacefulness of setting is nowhere more attractively presented than in
Frank Perry’s The Swimmer (1968), in which the scenic spaces between suburban
homes, some of them mansions, create the impression of grandeur and leisured
living, without inviting viewers inside: in fact, most scenes are of large pools that
the disturbed protagonist decides to use as a sort of psychological river to swim
back to his own home. As this John Cheever story unfolds, the conversations
around the pool expose the superﬁcial politeness of hosts and guests as well as
the antagonisms surging just beneath the façade. The point of it all is that the
splendid surroundings and the mutually beneﬁcial civilizing customs to which
all but the angriest adhere easily mask triviality and sadness.
For comic purposes, the basic antagonism among neighbors—for instance,
the Laurel and Hardy series of variations on the urge to disrupt orderliness
and quiet—can develop from the same stereotyped setting of external peaceful-
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ness. To preserve that orderliness in John Waters’s Serial Mom (1994), a suburban
mother resorts to murdering those she deems capable of encouraging nonconformist attitudes and thereby destroying the central values of her community.
Even the landscape itself can affect the psychology of its inhabitants. After all, the
lure of the lifestyle might attract the wrong people, and subsequently the guardians of suburbia can be expected to react against those suspicious newcomers in
defense of their values. A very clear example of this attitude occurs in the 1989
ﬁlm The ’Burbs (directed by Joe Dante), which is conceived in terms of farfetched comedy, with some farcical incidents, but which nevertheless attempts
to articulate a serious social commentary on its main action.
In the ﬁlm, a small group of neighbors coalesces in gossip about the newcomers who move into the only semidilapidated house in the community and
appear as strange, unfriendly outsiders because they do not ﬁx up their house
or work on their lawn. The newcomers have apparently violated an unwritten
law: upkeep is a requirement of proper conduct (as it probably always is in real
middle-class suburbia). The mistrustful and prying neighbors quickly become
suspicious investigators, distorting small bits of evidence to convince themselves
that the newcomers have murdered one of their group. At this point, the neighbors set out to conﬁrm their preferred evaluation, forsaking the usual suburban
decencies of privacy; they begin spying on the family, rudely inviting themselves
in, even breaking in when no one is home, and ultimately haplessly participating
in the burning down of the house. That all their ideas about the new neighbors
turn out to be based on faulty interpretation or misconstrued data is the usual
outcome of such comedy, regardless of whether it is based on the suburban type
or just traditional arrogant comic types who might exist anywhere. Such an
outcome is exactly where The ’Burbs is heading from its ﬁrst minutes. In fact,
the script makes the moral clear when, very close to the ﬁlm’s end, the main
antagonist realizes the communal blundering of his cohorts and in front of the
burning house shouts:
“They didn’t do anything to us. . . . All right, so they’re different, so they keep
to themselves. Do you blame them? . . . Remember what you were saying about
people in the burbs . . . people who mow their lawns for the 800th time, and they
snap? Well, that’s us. . . . We’re the ones acting suspicious and paranoid. We’re the
lunatics! Us, it’s not them!”

Nevertheless, immediately after this speech, the ﬁlm completely changes direction—the ending reversing all common sense—when suddenly the harassed
newcomers, their house destroyed, reveal that indeed they are mass murderers
quite willing to kill off their enemies, and are arrested. The ﬁlm leaves viewers
wondering whether the suburbanites’ outrageous and destructive snooping is
actually justiﬁable in light of the criminal subjects of their activities. The stupidest of the vengeful neighbors has the ultimate response:
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“I think the message to psychos, fanatics, murderers, nut cases all over the world is
do not mess with suburbanites because, frankly, we’re not gonna be content to look
after our lawns and wax our cars, paint our houses. We’re out to get ’em!”

Although The ’Burbs virtually implodes its suburban portrayals before the ending
changes everything, it is one of the few ﬁlms that dramatizes characters talking
about the themes of community, responsibility, and protection of their lifestyle.
Disruptive and horrendous neighbors are certainly a familiar enough theme
in nonsuburban ﬁlms too, but they are particularly menacing in less densely
populated areas where neighbors almost by deﬁnition become as much a part
of one’s life as they are a part of one’s landscape. Proximity, even if merely in the
form of adjacent houses, presumes continual interaction that is more easily avoidable in crowded urban environments. John Avildsen’s Neighbors (1981) stretches
the motif of the normal neighbor’s distraction at the newcomers’ weirdness with
comical episodes of increasing displacement of community standards. The “boy
next door” story line, so memorably and cheerfully assimilated into Meet Me in
St. Louis, can become darkly frightening even in a comedy because the unacceptable neighbor is always either a problem or a threat and cannot be ignored,
as he might be in an urban setting.
Sometimes the neighborhood response is portrayed as passive rather than organized, social rather than physical.The antagonisms in such situations may arise
more from violations of decorum than from abuses of perceived property rights,
as in Douglas Sirk’s All That Heaven Allows (1955). The ﬁlm skirts the typical
boundary between suburban and small town ﬁlm, accounting for value systems
that are commonly portrayed in both categories, as can perhaps be foretold
from the very ﬁrst sequence establishing the background of well-to-do Stoningham. There is a prominent shot of a church, a representation of the small town
suggestive of a community sameness not necessarily suburban; yet the notably
displayed icon plays no part at all in what follows. New York suburbia is eventually apparent (in the commuter train station), but the close-knit—virtually
claustrophobic—society is deﬁned by its small town, ready absorption of rumor
and its need for the maintenance of reputation. Indeed, the ﬁlm continually confronts the conﬂict between reputation and personal desire, in the wealthy widow
Carrie’s encounter with a somewhat younger man, her gardener Ron, who lives
a simple, Thoreau-like life outside the town, tree farming and converting an old
windmill into a comfortable home. By the end of the ﬁlm, Ron’s transformed
house resembles in luxury and comfort the richly furnished home that Carrie
will abandon to marry him. She seems to be sacriﬁcing very little, despite her
children’s denunciation and her neighbor’s intimidating prediction that leaving
her family home will destroy her.
The reinforced theme is that the community insisting on its collective values
is repressive to any individuals who wish to deviate or need to do so for selfrealization. A member in good standing, like Carrie, is supposed to act her age
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and not ignore good form by falling in love with her gardener, who is universally
seen as an outsider in regard to the class he represents and the values expected
from its members. Under pressure from her two college-age children, who insist
that she owes them a reputable home, she does call off her engagement. But
viewers are not asked to support the community’s snobbery; in fact, unsurprisingly, once the children ﬁnd better things to do with their lives, they announce
they will move out and recommend selling the family home. The reconciliation
of Carrie and Ron is inevitable, since both are miserable when separated and
the morality of an individual rejecting a community’s oppressive code is always
supported in American ﬁlms.
Discontents and Malaise, 1: Children
The familiar screen conﬂict whereby a believer in the American dream is disenchanted by reality originates in ordinary observations that life and everything in
it is less than perfect; suburban characters who initially believe wholeheartedly
in the American dream are always naïve, but only temporarily. Their convictions
will eventually be undermined in their confrontation with reality, but self-assuredness is evidence of pride in need of correction, a fact that the audience
anticipates, but never the characters. After all, movies have trained us to expect
that the opening shot of an attractive lawn is most ﬁttingly followed by a panning shot of several matching lawns (or as in The Swimmer, one trophy pool leads
to another), a standard juxtaposition of images that is almost always suggestively
negative: an abiding sense of environmental conformity will not cover up imperfection in paradise.
But is it social criticism? That is, are the creators of such ﬁlms telling us that
the “punishments” to be levied upon community conformists are justiﬁed because these people are adherents of false values or socially undesirable goals? As
typically ﬁlmed, suburbanites are self-deceived, certainly, but who else (except
perhaps their immediate family) has been harmed? Well meaning, bumptious, yet
willing to undergo many pains to maintain luxury and propriety, such characters
could have been depicted as heroic, as least for their persistence as the house falls,
sometimes literally, on their heads (in comedies) or their families are destroyed
(in dramatic or tragic variations).
If intended as serious social criticism, such outcomes might very well be
deserved, yet the basic premises have not often been seriously or extensively
probed. For instance, what is anyone doing out there in the suburbs? What tradeoffs between city and suburb weighed in the decision to move? Glimpses of
cinematic suburban life in the 1930s and 1940s generally offered an amiable satire demonstrating that painful, yet comical, interruptions should be anticipated
on the way to achievable satisfaction and happiness in that location. But by the
1950s a darker view emerged, focusing attention on psychological problems attendant on life in the suburbs. Nicholas Ray’s Rebel Without a Cause (1955) was
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one of the ﬁrst ﬁlm renderings of the underside of this aspect of the American
dream.
With this ﬁlm, the emphasis shifted from an older understanding, a traditional view that the suburbs were eventually redeemable, even though the residents became disillusioned in their attempts to achieve the suburban ideal—but
not necessarily with the ideal itself. Rebel Without a Cause redirected attention to
the larger problem of a lifestyle that not only failed in speciﬁc instances but also
brought the suburban myth itself into question. For future ﬁlms, suburbia was
to become a construct of dubious values pointing to inevitable disenchantment.
This ﬁlm’s problem of teenage alienation and subsequent criminal behavior is
carefully attributed to a precise cause: parental incompetence, which seems to
originate in middle-class wealth and self-indulgence fostering an indifference to
the youthful crises that arise because of such circumstances. None of the three
protagonists (as played famously by James Dean, Natalie Wood, and Sal Mineo)
can get a helpful or sensible conversation going within the family, and therefore
they are destabilized outside of the house and prone to behavioral problems in
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their wider milieu, for instance, at school. Looking at it ﬁfty years later, we may
be less certain of the ﬁlm’s direct and single-minded correlation of misguided
parents and lost children. Nevertheless, it helped awaken viewers to a widespread
social problem—children of the privileged classes, far from the crowded tenement life of the city, can be easy victims of psychological abuse. And, in fact,
this motif became something we now expect in ﬁlms that establish a well-to-do
community; at least, we look for it in any suburban ﬁlm in which communication is at issue.
Yet even suburban children who are watched over by caring parents are
subject to some of the casual occurrences of place. In Ang Lee’s The Ice Storm
(1997), children between fourteen and sixteen years old, who are outwardly indulged but still nurtured by their parents, suffer from some of the same malaise
that attacks the adults. While the partying parents somewhat hesitantly engage
in an elaborate joking game of wife-swapping, the children experiment sexually,
but with guilty consciences; indeed, there is much guilt all around, the children’s
arising from their inexperience and the parents’ arising from an awareness of
plain bad conduct. Since train commuting is a vivid image pattern at various
times, the ﬁlm is suggesting that suburbia creates opportunities and mild tedium
among the middle class, leading inexorably to inﬁdelity. Movies in the dominant
moralistic Hollywood tradition treat this subject somberly, as perhaps it deserves
since it leads to a great deal of unhappiness along with guilt. In The Ice Storm,
the accidental death of one of the sons while the parents are engaged in forming
liaisons at their party is understood as an almost predictable outcome of adult
bad behavior; the event is not necessarily a movie version of “divine retribution,”
but a moralistic judgment about unwatched children and the lack of guidance
or role-modeling on the part of parents preoccupied with their own dubious
pursuits.
Suburban stress as it concerns young people has been mainly consigned to
high school ﬁlms, but perhaps the best-known instance of parental pressure occurs in Mike Nichols’s The Graduate (1967), in which the higher expectations
placed on privileged children of the country-club environment, in the form of
adult advice, engender a psychological malaise. That advice is comically compressed into a single word, “plastics,” which is the career guidance given to Benjamin, a recent college graduate who is assumed to share the middle-class values
of his community, mainly the achievement of ﬁnancial success in a current hot
industry (that word would be updated to “computers” or “cell phones” today
for an equivalent effect). Since the advice is superﬁcial and trite, it is unwelcome
and in any case useless. Still, it represents Benjamin’s captive status in a society of
self-interested adults: he must abide such advice, just as he must suit up in the ridiculous diving costume gift from his parents, and just as he must at least listen to
the seduction proposals of Mrs. Robinson. Too young to have a fully established
position in this society, Benjamin is pressured to conform, though the code
pertains to ridiculous or embarrassing applications. Like the results awaiting his
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slightly younger peers in Rebel Without a Cause, the predictable consequence for
Benjamin is a rebellion against the mores of his society, a physical distancing of
himself from the repressive adult world of suburbia.
In contrast to Benjamin’s, the plight of young children in ﬁlms is not in
their hands, and calamitous endings do not usually occur. Children, however,
are frequently subject to dire predicaments caused by mindless parents, as demonstrated rather broadly by Chris Columbus’s Home Alone (1990), the success of
which led to two sequels. In the original, the eight-year-old boy accidentally left
behind as a family goes off on vacation masters the situation immediately and
saves the house from a couple of criminals. But this is light comedy, and serious
versions of this theme are still relatively rare in American ﬁlms.
A more plausible but still far-out premise within the “home alone” category
occurs in Paul Brickman’s Risky Business (1983); here a high school senior, Joel
(Tom Cruise’s ﬁrst starring role), with relatively good intentions allows things
to get so far out of his control during his parent’s vacation that a couple of
prostitutes establish a one-night brothel in the house. This motif is enhanced
by another long-standing ﬁlm pattern, the sexual initiation of the young man
or woman under the guidance of an older or simply more experienced partner.
As does The Graduate, Risky Business provides an effect that is hardly inevitable
given the circumstances, a manipulated happy ending as the extraordinarily unimaginative parents return home never to discover what has transpired in their
absence, and Joel himself is all set for a simple summer romance with the prostitute who introduced him to her world—at least until he enters Princeton in
the fall. The plausible penalty for misconduct in the suburban setting is typically
avoided (again, think of The Graduate) as wealth and privilege triumph to restore
balance, though at the price of reason, justice, and perhaps art.
Discontents and Malaise, 2: Adults
Movie attitudes toward the suburbs turned negative in the 1950s, as can be
observed in several major ﬁlms depicting the selﬁshness and self-indulgence of
well-to-do adults, and remained so into the 1970s, though the causes needed adjusting. The Stepford Wives (Bryan Forbes, 1975), while retaining the notion that
wealth transferred from the city to a new leisured lifestyle always leads to problems, links suburban money to evil itself. The idea is not that money inescapably
brings about situations or opportunities for immorality but that the people able
to secure it may be of the same type who will stop at nothing to accrue the selfcentered advantages they desire, selﬁshness leading to evil, as we might expect.
The Stepford Wives is an ingenious yoking of horror and humor, in which the
underlying problem is a self-satirizing male fantasy, comically stretched beyond
the plausible—but barely beyond the logical—presentation of its premise: that
suburban housewives, attractive, well mannered, unemployed or nonprofessional,
totally dependent on their husbands’ income, are most valued as manikins or
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automatons existing only for their husbands’ needs (cleaning and cooking) and
desires (beauty and sex). The ﬁlm postulates the perfect wife as totally complacent in her robotic role (because she is in fact a robot). No male character in this
ﬁlm ever complains or even notices the extraordinary dullness of his companion
and her limitations as a housewife.
A lately arrived Stepford wife, Joanna, gradually discovers that her female
neighbors are abysmally simple, straightforward, physically attractive, and driven
by their enjoyment of housework (essentially the same atmosphere pervades the
updated remake by Frank Oz, The Stepford Wives [2004], but the comic elements
in the later ﬁlm are reinforced at the expense of the implicit horror). At the
same time, Joanna’s discontent is ampliﬁed by her observations that the well-todo husbands are ordinary enough except for their own pronounced tendency
toward insipidness, at least in their collective appearance as members of the
civic-minded Men’s Association. She later ﬁnds out that the association is indeed
a secret society of men who rid themselves of their human “imperfect” wives,
replacing them with robotic copies, and her turn is coming next. The Stepford
society thrives on mass identiﬁcation instead of individualism, suppression of
dissent, and the similarity of appearance—e.g., an ordinary-looking woman or
an overweight one would be disastrous for the decorum of the little society, at
least in the minds of the oppressors, the brotherhood of despots running the
place. And it is evil because its antihumanistic values are opposed to the usual
American values we have been brought up to cherish.
Still, the ﬁlm does not provide serious discussion about such values; instead,
it implicitly ridicules the sameness of the women’s lives, sometimes turning the
horror mood into discernible comedy, as when a robot malfunctions, loses its
semblance to human movement, and falls into a repetitive mode. While Joanna
is aghast at her discovery of the male conspiracy that includes her own husband,
the movie audience is allowed a broader perspective, for after all, this cannot
happen outside of a movie. And besides, the point seems to be ultimately aimed
at real-life suburbia as it sometimes presents itself in advertisements for such
communities.The exaggerations of surface-level ideals, happiness as a well caredfor house and garden, participation in community affairs, civic improvements,
women’s clubs and men’s clubs with gender-speciﬁc agendas—all matters that
are supposedly a desirable part of suburban life—are arranged as obvious feminist targets for satire in The Stepford Wives. The suburbs are ﬁnally too much of a
good thing to be very good.
If The Stepford Wives proposes a darkly comic idea of the ultimate suburban lifestyle based only on appearance and conformity, Gary Ross’s Pleasantville (1998) moves in the same direction even more overtly, though certainly
more genially.The inhabitants are not nefarious but rather pathetic, existing only
within the town’s borders suggested by a popular 1950s television sitcom; they
know little of the normal human world, being not actually human but simply
creations of sitcom writers. The sitcom assumes a suburban environment for
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its happy family resembling our current memories of what those mildly comic
shows were about (Father Knows Best, The Donna Reed Show, The Brady Bunch,
etc.).The situations dramatized emphasized the common, very small problems of
life lived in comfortable, middle-class, child-centered homes.
As in The Stepford Wives, complacency could be called a virtue in Pleasantville,
for everyone’s motivation is to maintain the unrufﬂed façade of the status quo.
There was nothing much beyond the façade in the scripts of the old Pleasantville
series, so the characterizations are simply sketches of stereotypes. In the ﬁlm
itself, two teens of the late 1990s are sucked into the television set to assume
the brother and sister roles of the 1950s format, gradually affecting their onedimensional neighbors with some of the desires of real people of the 1990s. The
ﬁlm’s sign of the new inﬂuence on the unreality of old TV is that as the effects
of modernity take hold, parts of the black-and-white world turn into color, until
ﬁnally the whole community is colorized and the two teens are propelled out of
television land and back into their original surroundings.
Although a community malaise pervades The Stepford Wives and Pleasantville,
the uniform appearance of their suburbs still argues for a highly desirable lifestyle.
Indeed, suburban places are not always the source of disquiet, for just as often the
discontent lodged there is personal, internalized, and sometimes not even fully
recognized by the victim. Such is the case in Adrian Lyne’s Unfaithful (2002), a
suburban morality ﬁlm, in which a wealthy housewife with no occupation other
than shopping carries on an illicit affair after a chance encounter with a young
book dealer in New York City; the arrangement continues in spite of her being
later warned by a friend, who had a similar experience in the past, that everything will be lost by such conduct.Yet in spite of her conscience acknowledging
the likelihood of repeating her friend’s destructive experience, Connie is unable
to call off the affair. It culminates in her husband Ed’s impulsive killing of the
book dealer by bashing him on the head with a paper weight that he had once
given his wife as a gift. Although the police have suspicions, their investigation
is inconclusive, as Ed has successfully covered his tracks; however, Connie soon
realizes that her husband has committed a murder for which she shares much
guilt. The ambiguous outcome of the criminal investigation does not provide
much hope for the married couple, who are wracked by guilt and by knowledge
of each other’s behavior, of involving each other in a betrayal-murder originating from Connie’s unfortunate willingness to enter and pursue an extramarital
relationship. While engaged in the affair, she seems passionate about it, but she
does not seem dissatisﬁed with her successful husband, her son, her household
activities, her friends, or her luxuries. In fact, her marriage seems a good one,
though her life does not supply her with many meaningful experiences.
So the ﬁlm becomes a suburban tragedy of unknowable impulses by husband and wife when unlooked-for opportunities provoke indulgent responses.
The couple, well-to-do, outwardly contented, resolve on the wrong course of
action—and know it while it is happening, with resulting pangs of guilt. Hav-
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Unfaithful, 2002. Twentieth Century Fox and Regency Enterprises.
Image courtesy of Photofest.

ing everything they can reasonably expect from life, with no particular goals
ahead, no signiﬁcant challenges, they surrender to circumstances. They allow
themselves to drift without reﬂection—indeed, like most of us do some of the
time, whether or not we live in the comfortable suburbs. Nevertheless, Unfaithful
is very much a suburban ﬁlm because the peculiarities of the couple’s lifestyle
provide both a vague motive (the repetition of the good life may be boring) and
much opportunity—Connie to have an affair because she has no compelling
work other than supervising her son’s growing up (with a maid’s help) and is
free to take a commuter train into Grand Central Station for unlimited “shopping” trips; Ed to take time off from his work (because he owns the company)
to discover his wife’s affair, to hire a private detective, and to show up at the
book dealer’s apartment. Although neither is necessarily going to be pursued by
the police, the moral ending relegates them both to suffering and perhaps to a
decline in their relationship regardless of whether their crime is discovered.They
will pay for their good suburban lifestyle because they were indifferent to their
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Falling in Love, 1984. Paramount Pictures Corporation.
Image courtesy of Photofest.

well-being, taking for granted a happiness that they assumed was in the nature
of things related to their life.
On the other hand, virtually the same theme of malaise and subsequent
inﬁdelity can be addressed from a different point of view without raising any
implicit moral issues, as in Ulu Grosbard’s Falling in Love (1984). Two commuting Westchester residents who take the same train meet and cross paths—several
times—in New York and especially in Grand Central Station, which comes to
symbolize the chanciness of life-changing encounters, at least for people from
Dobbs Ferry and Ardsley, who otherwise lead vaguely dissatisﬁed lives. Again,
there is nothing notably wrong with the protagonists’ separate marriages, and
certainly no lasting ill consequences from their inﬁdelities. The happy ending
with a new relationship seems to sanction their meanderings: no deaths, no social penalties, no great problem with their abandoned spouses who suffer from
the surprise of betrayal—but that is not the ﬁlm’s real concern. The suburban
malady of discontent is cured by the urban therapy of variety and adventure.
Averting some personal disaster may be entirely realistic, of course, but the amiable ending undercuts the drama.
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Troubled adult relationships are frequently anticipated by audiences of suburban ﬁlms ever since Robert Redford’s Ordinary People (1980).This ﬁlm’s account
of a failed system of family communication is shown not only in the excellent
acting and directing but also in the quiet mood of the rich setting: a family
struggling to retain coherence in a comfortable home amid a deteriorating atmosphere that induces total estrangement. In the background is the accidental
death of one son, the attempted suicide of the other, and the advanced alienation
of the mother. Even with the intervention of counseling for the son and a caring
father, the destruction of the family seems inevitable. The stereotypical images
of middle-class comfort depicted by Hollywood give way to a general malaise
while the home itself becomes symbolic of repression and breakdown, yet retains
its usual suburban attractiveness.
In Ordinary People, characters care about one another and do what they
can to alleviate interpersonal difﬁculties. What more can be expected of them?
Nevertheless, the family fails; either the forces of environment overpower good
intentions or people’s internal shortcomings mandate the kind of continual tensions that suggest unavoidable, uncontrollable disasters ahead. The audience perspective on the suburban plight of families headed for some sort of calamity
is probably sympathetic—even toward the well-to-do, who are frequently not
sympathetic as a class in American ﬁlms. But ﬁlms like Unfaithful and Ordinary
People show predicaments with foretold conclusions in which even the participants are alert to the developing problems yet are driven toward destructive, or at
least unhappy, outcomes.These stories could be considered modern-day equivalents of ancient tragic narratives in which character is itself the fate to which all
good intentions must yield.
Intruders and Defenders
What are we to make of the fact that a surprising number of commercially successful ﬁlms located in suburbia are science ﬁction or horror ﬁlms? Among them
are Back to the Future, Poltergeist, Seconds, The Stepford Wives, House, and Jaws, and
all of these have spawned sequels or remakes. Some of the Hollywood fascination withcreating suburban settings for these two genres surely has to do with
the nature of the open landscape and the assumptions about the calm and rational routines carried out there. The prevailing impression, immediately evident,
is seclusion: the clear separation of houses, sometimes very scenically as in The
Swimmer and ﬁlms that feature individual estates, but more commonly by just a
lawn’s width.
The fact that what is said within the houses cannot ordinarily be heard without sufﬁciently establishes this principle of privacy—and its possible disadvantage—when homes are intruded upon by outsiders. One of the best of the
invasion theme ﬁlms, William Wyler’s The Desperate Hours (1955) (ineffectively
remade by Michael Cimino in 1990 as Desperate Hours), examines an armed
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house incursion by criminals and how the threat of a gun can force the victim
family to simulate a normal day. Although the power struggle between the family and the gang is not particularly suburban in character, the potential conﬁnement and isolation within the home seem to be; indeed, the situation suggests
an underlying peril within the rooms of “gracious living,” perhaps a suburban
nightmare.
Although ﬁlms about intrusion in the suburbs usually emphasize the potential psychological damage posed by odd or menacing individuals unsettling the
ordinary routines of the community, regardless of the degree of actual threat,
the intruders are by no means limited to horror ﬁlms. The level of danger is
also governed by the response to it, which is easily adaptable to comedy, as in
Home Alone.
As a suburban idyll, Tim Burton’s Edward Scissorhands (1990) is a amiable
descendant of James Whale’s Frankenstein (1931) and Bride of Frankenstein (1935),
ﬁlms driven by a cynical view of community activism, a type of single-minded
hysteria that unites people in an effort to root out any visible sign of evil among
them. That evil is mainly the outward manifestation of a different way of thinking or nonconformity, but it panics the public into a group effort to rid itself of
a perceived danger. Although isolated, Edward is at ﬁrst not seen as a monster
but as a deformed human being with scissors for hands; eventually the implicit
physical threat of his dangerous scissor hands—in spite of his gentleness and
shyness—comes to dominate perceptions of him, started by rumors maliciously
spread by one of the local sons. The “monster” ﬁnally confronted by the community ﬂees, but unlike the tragic results of the earlier ﬁlms, Edward secretly
survives to live out his life in a suburb of that suburb, that is, in an old hilltop
mansion on the outskirts of the community that had allowed him brieﬂy to associate with it and to succeed artistically (in topiary and hairdressing) before being
overwhelmed by the irreconcilable differences of individual and community.
In the ﬁlm there is an aerial shot of a typical morning in the suburbs: cars
pull out of their driveways as people commute to work; then the camera opens
a larger view, revealing every house with a commuter car, thereby commenting
on the sameness of life in that place. Much of the rest of the ﬁlm mirrors that
notion, but clearly the sameness is not simply coincidental to the environment.
Indeed, the spirit of the suburbs is formed by the single desire of suburban
housewives (the villains of the community are all women gossips, presumably
bored housewives) who seek to undermine their neighbors by spreading rumors
and committing character assassinations. The malice may be attributed to the
conditions of this middle American community or to human nature (clearly
playing upon a stereotype of the shrew much older than America itself), but in
any case it is vicious, suggesting that individuals are not welcomed in the suburbs. On the other hand, Edward’s artistic gifts for a while become the fad, ﬁrst
with his magniﬁcent lawn sculptures, later with his animal haircuts, and then
with his hairdressing.
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Edward Scissorhands, 1990. Twentieth Century Fox, photo by Zade Rosenthal.
Image courtesy of Photofest.

Nevertheless, Edward seems doomed from the start because his individualistic
traits simply cannot be brought into the suburban community without threatening its cohesiveness. The society is founded on the principle of conformity,
which is achievable only when everyone has similar ordinary traits and the same
stake in its preservation. Edward, though kind and nonaggressive, remains too
naïve to be trusted to act in the general interest of the community; he becomes
threatening only because unpredictability is always the secret fear of suburbia.To
alleviate that fear, the residents understand that the cause must be removed, the
poltergeist scoured from the house, perhaps the government called in, sometimes
the house itself destroyed.
Beyond ghosts and even beyond a boy with scissors for hands is the far-out
camp cult ﬁlm by John Waters, Polyester (1981), in which the attacks on suburban
respectability originate within the community in one family, the incarnation of
grossness. Into the usual middle-class community of attractive houses (in the
Baltimore suburb of Anne Arundel County), Waters introduces the incredible
Fishpaw family, featuring the mother, Francine, virtually the only good-hearted
person in the ﬁlm, played by the obese ﬂamboyant actor/actress Divine, whining
and crying over her continuous string of misfortunes. Her totally unsympathetic
family consists of a husband who runs a porno ﬁlm theater; a daughter who
constantly “jiggles” and insists on going around with a criminally demented
boyfriend; a son who is eventually revealed to be the Baltimore Foot Stomper,
terrorizing females in the area as he attacks their shoes; and Francine’s hateful
mother, who continually plots evil against her daughter. No one assigned more
than a few lines is played as a believable character—the acting is designed selfparody—but the ﬁlmmaker’s special visual emphasis is on Francine’s (and others’) obesity. Several of the characters openly despise one another, particularly
the husband and his mistress in regard to Francine. The family’s presence mocks
the suburban ideal of restraint and neighborliness, replacing it with rampant vulgarity, hatred, and violence; eventually, several fatal accidents and murders create
an environment that completely rejects normal feelings.
The neighbors defending their interests do not reestablish normalcy, since
their repugnance toward the Fishpaws simply mirrors the general send-up of
values exhibited by the family itself. The consistency of value distortion and
antagonism toward the “golden rule” may, after a while, create a parallel universe
with patterns of stylized comedy for viewers able to sit through it. But does it
speak to us at any level beyond the silly and outrageous? The message is never
that such people actually exist, but that their self-indulgence is representationally
common enough among those who have the means to live where they do. Of
course, the Fishpaws do not recognize their own grossness and detestable personalities, but they are dissatisﬁed, rebellious, and adamantly self-righteous. They
believe themselves deserving of acceptance, even of high social status, without
quite understanding that they are perceived as vile. It is not merely that the suburban world has been invaded by the unworthy, as in The ’Burbs; it may just be
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that in an unworthy world, all must live in a Sartrean hell of other people, the
inﬂicting or spreading of misery being both the punishment and the reward of
suburban living.
The intrusive element in suburbia is not always the extraordinarily different
personality as in Edward Scissorhands or the supernatural forces of horror ﬁlms.
Indeed, the intruder who will impact upon the quiet community may turn out
to be a highly positive factor, bringing a general spiritual enhancement to all
who are open to his inﬂuence. In Paul Mazursky’s Down and Out in Beverly Hills
(1986), the outsider is most appropriately a “street person,” for the suburb he invades is famous for its mansions and the lifestyle of the ultra-rich. Such residents
are wealthy enough to defend themselves against any conceivable monster, but
a seemingly powerless destitute man challenges their façades and their—perhaps
condescending—commitment to assist the homeless and the needy. Down and
out Jerry, who wanders into the Beverly Hills mansion of the Whitemans in
search of his lost dog and attempts to commit suicide in their pool, later reveals
a reﬂective intelligence that penetrates the self-indulgence of the rich and resolves their malaise and emotional disorders, even those of their disturbed pet
dog, Matisse.
Although a rather imposing presence (as portrayed by Nick Nolte), who
frequently annoys his hosts and disrupts their normal routines, Jerry is ultimately welcomed into the family, virtually as guru, a necessary trapping for the
Whitemans, who are otherwise rapidly becoming dysfunctional. His pragmatic
psychological advice derives from his direct contact with the underside of society,
the eating of garbage, and the deprivation of housing and decent clothing. The
overprivileged, cut off from that part of reality, have lost contact with life’s basics
and apparently need to assimilate the perspective of the poor in order to appreciate their own lives. Early in the ﬁlm, the father tells his son during Thanksgiving
that one must learn to be grateful for the gifts they have since most of the world
has to struggle, an abstract notion not readily taken to heart. Jerry’s philosophy,
however, comes from experience. He takes the father for a night spent on a Los
Angeles beach populated by hippies and homeless people (here indistinguishable
groups), and that experience, the father insists, is illuminating and insightful. A
temporary removal from the suburb is, therefore, mind-expanding.
The theme of intrusion and subsequent defense is now a commonplace
structure of the suburban ﬁlm because it brings into question the normal suburban drive toward a uniform society in which one of the supposed pleasures
of life is predictability, another is peacefulness, and yet another the absence of
socioeconomic problems. Just one ﬁnancially strapped person moving into the
neighborhood, as in Down and Out in Beverly Hills, will create an immediate
unpleasant response in at least part of the population. In the alternative urban
location, irrepressible diversity is a ruling principle. The suburbs, in their movie
depiction, are places wherecontrol is attempted by general consent—as in real
life, all the neighbors are expected to mow their lawns, and such a practice is a
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deﬁning aspect.The world of difference between the graceful well-to-do people
of, say, Mr. and Mrs. Bridge and the bumptious, less afﬂuent residents of Laurel
and Hardy’s community reveals no difference at all in those lawns and shrubs,
those neat neighborhoods in which the prevailing public sentiment is all for an
external appearance of conformity and harmony.
Ultimately, then, the surfaces of the suburbs are entirely meaningful: they
are the measures by which the inhabitants want to be judged, not because they
are superﬁcial people but because outward conformity protects the privacy of
individuals—it allows them to move through society without being challenged,
without being examined too closely. Conformity in this sense becomes a liberating policy. With regulated surface manners and generally acceptable opinions,
suburban residents defend their personal retreats, but at the expense of trading in
an individual identity for a community one.
In the American ﬁlm, however, the tradition of individualism is posited as the
highest virtue, leading to tolerance and fairness and assuring at least the possibility of anyone achieving the American dream. That dream deﬁes conversion into
a property and introduces vulnerabilities into the lives of those defending a status
quo. Thus, while in reality the chance to move to the suburbs remains a positive
part of the American dream, the ﬁlm depiction of life in the suburbs is likely to
remain primarily negative.
note
1. There are very few studies of suburban ﬁlms and no truly comprehensive or even serious
attempts to deﬁne a possible genre. Whenever used by critics or historians in a categorical
sense, “suburban ﬁlms” seems to refer simply to the location of ﬁlms or to stereotypical
attitudes represented by characters in the ﬁlms; even the most perceptive of such studies restrict
themselves to one or two ﬁlms rather than aiming at a broad spectrum of conditions that might
apply to a category beyond the speciﬁc ﬁlms addressed. The exception to this generalization
is an excellent essay by Todd Gardner, “Beneath the Blue Suburban Skies: Images of Suburbia
in American Movies,” 2002, http://Turnmeondeadman.net/Burb/Intro.html (accessed August
2004); the themes presented by Gardner are related to cited sociological texts, but though he
validates a category, “suburban ﬁlms,” he does not attempt to deﬁne a genre but to survey the
major works. I use the term in this essay to refer to ﬁlms that have notable sequences that take
place in suburbs situated near cities, but their diversity in basic ways seems to preclude a uniﬁed
genre. (For an examination of what constitutes a genre in ﬁlm, see Stanley J. Solomon, Beyond
Formula: American Film Genres [New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976]). The problem
with most studies of suburban cinema is the loose standard for selecting ﬁlms in that category,
with virtually no distinction made between small towns and suburbs. But, in fact, enormous
differences exist: the small town values depicted in movies from Grifﬁth’s ﬁlms on (let’s say 1912
on) are not at all the same as those discussed in this essay. For instance, Grifﬁth often emphasized
isolation, surface plainness, and the ongoing struggle for lower-middle-class living standards—all
far from the wealth displayed in suburban ﬁlms. When dealing with ﬁlms, we ought not to
let our knowledge of real conditions in the real world displace whatever Hollywood for the
purposes of art or even commerce has actually used or chosen not to use, regardless of whether
certain movies are guilty of preferring some stereotyped notions. That distinction noted, the
following may be found useful in thinking about suburban ﬁlms:
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David Banash and Anthony Enns, “Introduction: Suburbia,” Iowa Journal of Cultural Studies 3
(Fall 2003): 1–7; Robert Beuka, SuburbiaNation: Reading Suburban Landscape in Twentieth-Century
American Fiction and Film (New York: Palgrave MacMillan, 2004); Nina Liebman, Living Room
Lectures: The Fifties Family in Film and Television (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1995); Glenn
Man, Radical Visions: American Film Renaissance, 1967–1976 (Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1994);
Ethan Mordden, Medium Cool:The Movies of the 1960s (New York: Knopf, 1990); Douglas Muzzi
and Thomas Haper, “Pleasantville? The Suburb and Its Representation in American Movies,”
Urban Affairs Review 37 (March 2002): 553–74; David Ng, “Suburban Hell,” Images Journal 8,
http://www.imagesjournal.com/issue08/features/suburbia (accessed April 10, 2005); Richard
Porton, “American Dreams, Suburban Nightmares,” Cineaste 20 (1993): 12–15; Leonard Quart
and Albert Auster, American Film and Society Since 1945 (New York: Praeger, 1984); William
Rothman, “Hollywood and the Rise of Suburbia,” East-West Film Journal 3 (June 1989): 96–105;
C. G. Vasiliadis, “The Arts and the Suburbs,” in Suburbia: The American Dream and Dilemma, ed.
Philip C. Dolce (Garden City, NY: Anchor, 1976), 111–33; Roger Westcombe, “Domesticity
That Never Sleeps:The Emergence of the Suburban Thriller” (Summer 2003), Crimeculture.com,
http://crimeculture.com/Contents/Articles-Summer03/Westcombe-Domesticity.html
(accessed April 12, 2005).
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